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ONE 


The Hall of the Mountain King 


he boundaries of that dark and secret place, the Nightside, lie entirely 

contained within the city of London. And in that sick and magical 
place, gods and monsters, men and spirits, go about their very private 
business, chasing dreams and nightmares you won’t find anywhere else, 
marked down at sale price and only slightly shop-soiled. You want to 
summon up a demon or have sex with an angel? Sell your soul or someone 
else’s? Change the world for the better or just trade it in for something 
different? The Nightside lies waiting to oblige you, with open arms and a 
nasty smile. And yet within the Nightside there are many different lands 
and principalities, many private kingdoms and domains, and even more 
private heavens and hells. 

One such place is Griffin Hall, where the immortals live. 


My name is John Taylor. I’m a private eye, specialising in cases of the 
weird and uncanny. I don’t solve murders, I don’t do divorce work, and I 
wouldn’t recognise a clue if you held it up before my face and said Look, 
this is a clue. I do have a special gift for finding things, and people, so 
mostly that’s what I do. But basically I’m a man for hire, so sometimes that 
means I have to go where the money is. 

I drove my car along the long, narrow road that spiralled up through the 
primordial jungle surrounding Griffin Hall. Except it wasn’t really my car, 
and I wasn’t actually driving. I’d borrowed Dead Boy’s futuristic car, to 


make a better impression. It was a long, silver bullet with many wondrous 
features, which had fallen into the Nightside from the future, via a Timeslip. 
It adopted Dead Boy as its owner and occasional driver. I get the impression 
he wasn’t given much of a choice. I just sat back in the driving seat, 
enjoyed the massage function, and let the car drive itself. Probably had 
faster reactions than me anyway. I knew better than to try to touch any of 
the controls; the last time I even let my hands rest on the steering wheel, the 
car gave me a warning electric shock. 

Griffin Hall stood at the top of a great hill, in the middle of extensive 
grounds surrounded by high stone walls, protected by all the very latest 
scientific and magical defences. The huge wrought-iron gates were 
guaranteed impenetrable unless you had a current invitation, and you could 
get turned to stone just for leaning on the bell too hard. Griffin Hall, inside 
the Nightside, but not part of it. The Griffin family valued their privacy, and 
didn’t care whom they had to maim, mutilate, or murder to ensure it. Only 
the very important and the very privileged were ever invited to visit the 
Griffins at home. Their occasional parties were the biggest and brightest in 
the Nightside, the very height of the Social Scene; and you weren’t anybody 
if you didn’t have your invitation weeks in advance. I’d never been here 
before. For all my chequered and even infamous background, I’d never 
been important enough to catch the Griffins’ eye, until now. Until they 
needed me to do the one thing no-one else could do. 

I wondered who or what had gone missing, so completely and so 
thoroughly that not even the mighty Griffins, with all their resources, could 
find it. 

What had once been a truly massive and elegant garden, sprawling up 
the high sides of the hill, had been left neglected, then abandoned, possibly 
for centuries. It had fallen into a rioting jungle of assorted and unnatural 
vegetation, including some plants so ancient they’d been declared extinct 
outside the Nightside, along with others so strange and distorted they had to 
have been brought in from other dimensions. A great dark jungle of 
towering trees and mutant growths, pressed tight together and crowding 
right up to the edges of the single narrow road. The trees rose high enough 
to block out the starry expanse of the eternal night sky, leaning out over the 
road so their interlocking branches formed a canopy, a shadowy green 
tunnel through which I drove deeper and deeper into the heart of darkness. 


They say he raised the hill and the Hall in a single night...But then, they 
say a lot of things about Jeremiah Griffin. 

The car’s headlamps blazed bright as the sun, but the stark scientific 
light couldn’t seem to penetrate far into the verdant growth on either side of 
the road. Instead, thick motes of pollen drifted between the trees, big as 
tennis balls, glowing phosphorescent blue and green. Occasionally, one 
would burst into a spectacular fireworks display, illuminating the narrow 
trails and shifting jungle interior with flares and flashes of vivid light. 

Some of the plants turned to watch as the car glided smoothly past them. 

There were trees with trunks big as houses, their dark, mottled bark 
glistening wetly in the uncertain light. Heavy, swollen leaves, red as blood, 
pulsed gently on the lowering branches. Huge flowers blossomed, big as 
hedges, garish as Technicolor, petals thick and pulpy like diseased flesh. 
Hanging vines fell like bead curtains over the narrow trails, shivering and 
trembling like dreaming snakes. Now and again some small scuttling thing 
would brush up against the tips of the liana, and they would snap and curl 
around the helpless creature and haul it up, kicking and screaming, into the 
darkness above. The squealing would stop abruptly, and blood would drip 
down for a while. Green leafy masses with purple flowers for eyes and 
rings of thorns for teeth lurched and crashed along the narrow paths, 
stopping at the very edge of the road to shake their heavy bodies defiantly 
at the intrusion of light into their dark domain. 

I’d hate to be the Griffins’ gardener. Probably have to go pruning armed 
with a cattle prod and a flame-thrower. As the car drove on, I thought I saw 
something that might have been a gardener, leaning patiently on a wooden 
rake at the side of the road to watch me go by. He looked like he was made 
out of green leaves. 

The road rose before me, growing steadily steeper as I approached the 
summit, and Griffin Hall. The jungle was full of ominous sounds, deep 
grunts and sibilant rustlings, and the occasional quickly stifled scream. 
Everything in the jungle seemed to be moving slowly, stirring and 
stretching as though waking from a deep sleep, disturbed by the intruder in 
their midst. I was safe, of course. I’d been personally summoned by 
Jeremiah Griffin himself. I had the current passWords. But I didn’t feel safe. 
The car’s windows were all firmly closed, and the future vehicle had more 
built-in weapons than some armies, but still I didn’t feel safe. Being simply 


a passenger made me feel...helpless. I’ve always preferred to protect 
myself rather than rely on others. I trust my own capabilities. 

A thrashing mass of barbed vines lurched suddenly into the middle of 
the road, stretching out to block my way. There wasn’t time to slow, never 
mind stop, and the living barrier looked heavy and solid enough to stop a 
tank. I braced myself for the impact, and at the last moment a roaring 
circular buzz-saw rose up out of the car’s bonnet. We slammed into the 
thorny mass at full speed, and the howling saw tore right through it, 
spraying green leafy fragments in all directions. Many of them were still 
twitching. The great green thing screamed shrilly, its thorns trailing 
harmlessly along the car’s armoured sides as we punched through the green 
mass and out the other side. 

Long, twisting branches lowered themselves into the road ahead, any 
one of them big enough to snatch up the car and feed it to the overhead 
canopy. The buzz-saw sank back into the bonnet, and twin flame-throwers 
rose up in its place. Vicious flames roared out to attack the branches, their 
flaring light bright and clean against the dark. The heavy branches shook 
and shuddered as the flames took hold, and they shrank back from the car. 
We drove on through the opening gap, while the burning branches tried to 
beat out the flames by slamming themselves repeatedly against the road 
with terrific force. 

Nothing else bothered us. In fact, most of the vegetation seemed to draw 
back more than a little as we passed by. 


It still took a long time to get to Griffin Hall, the road rising higher and 
higher, increasingly steep and twisting as I ascended far above the neonlit 
streets of the Nightside and all the little people who lived there. It felt like I 
was scaling the heights of Mount Olympus to meet with the gods, which 
was probably the intention. Griffin Hall stood at the very top of its own 
private mountain, looking out over the Nightside as though the whole area 
was the Griffins’ own private preserve. As though they owned everything 
they could see, for as far as they could see. And if Jeremiah Griffin didn’t 
actually own all of the Nightside, and everyone who lived in it, it certainly 
wasn’t for want of trying. 

In the past the Authorities had kept him in his place, but they were all 
dead and gone now, so who knew what the future held. Someone had to run 


the Nightside, and ensure that everyone played nice together, and certainly 
no-one was better placed than Jeremiah Griffin, the immortal. 

I didn’t give a damn who ran the Nightside, or thought they did. I was 
only here because I’d been summoned, by the man himself. A great honour, 
if you cared about such things, which mostly I don’t. Of course, such an 
important man couldn’t follow the usual route of contacting my office and 
making an appointment with my secretary. No, the first I knew was when 
his voice suddenly appeared in my head, booming This is Jeremiah Griffin. 
I have need of you, John Taylor. 

“Dammit, turn down the volume!” I yelled, attracting the occasional 
glance from other people in the street. 

“God himself wouldn’t be that loud, even if it was the Second Coming, 
and He was offering advance bookings for ringside seats. You’re not God, 
are you? I’ve been good. Mostly.” 

There was a pause, then a somewhat quieter voice said, This is Jeremiah 
Griffin. I have need of you, John Taylor. 

“Better,” I said. “Now how did you get hold of this number? My head is 
supposed to be strictly ex-directory.” 

You will come to Griffin Hall. There is work for you here. 

“What’s in it for me?” 

There was a rather longer pause. People like Jeremiah Griffin weren’t 
used to being questioned, especially when they’ve lowered themselves to 
speak to you personally. 

I could have you killed. 

I had to laugh. People (and others) have been trying to kill me for as 
long as I can remember, and I’m still here, while mostly they aren’t. To my 
surprise, the voice in my head laughed, too, just a little. 

Good. I was told you weren't the kind of man who could be threatened or 
intimidated. And that’s the kind of man I need. Come to Griffin Hall, John 
Taylor, and you shall have more money than you have ever dreamed of. 

So of course I had to go. I didn’t have any other cases, and the big 
money the Vatican had paid me for finding the Unholy Grail had pretty 
much run out. Besides, I was intrigued. I’d heard of the Griffin, the 
legendary human immortal—everyone in the Nightside had—but I’d never 
moved in the kind of circles where I was likely to meet him. Jeremiah 
Griffin was a man of wealth and fame and had been for centuries. 


All the Griffins were immortal, and there are very few human immortals 
left these days, even in the Nightside. Jeremiah was the first and the oldest, 
though no-one knew for sure exactly how old he was. Impossibly rich and 
incredibly powerful, Griffin owned much of the Nightside and many of the 
businesses that operated there. And he’d always been very open about his 
intention eventually to run the whole Nightside as his own private kingdom. 
But he was never a part of the Authorities, those grey and faceless men who 
used to run the Nightside from a safe distance. They blocked him at every 
turn, denied him openings and opportunities, kept him in his place... 
because when all was said and done, to them he was just another part of the 
freak show they’d run for longer than he’d been alive. 

Still, they were gone now. Perhaps it was the Griffin’s time, come round 
at last. Most of the Nightside wouldn’t care, too busy chasing their own 
chosen damnations and salvations, all the passions and pleasures that could 
only be found and enjoyed in the sleazy bars and members-only clubs of the 
Nightside. 

No-one knew for sure how Jeremiah Griffin became immortal. There 
were stories, there are always stories, but no-one knew for sure. He wasn’t a 
godling, a vampire, or a sorcerer. He had no angelic or demonic blood in 
him. He was just a man who’d lived for centuries and might live for 
centuries more. And he was rich and powerful enough to be very hard to 
kill. The Griffin’s past and true nature were a mystery, reportedly even from 
the rest of his family, and he went to great lengths to keep it that way. I saw 
the severed heads of investigative journalists set on spikes above the main 
gates as I drove through. Some of the heads were still screaming. 


The jungle garden came to an abrupt halt at the low stone walls surrounding 
the great open courtyard laid out before Griffin Hall. Rustling vegetation 
came right up to the walls but stopped just short, careful not to touch them. 
Long rows of curious carvings had been deeply etched into the pale creamy 
stone. The future car passed through the single opening into the courtyard, 
delicate filigree silver gates opening before the car as we approached and 
shutting themselves firmly behind us. The car curved around in a wide arc, 
its heavy wheels churning up the gravel, and stopped right before the main 
entrance. The driver’s door opened, and I got out. The door then 
immediately shut and locked itself. I didn’t blame it. There was nothing 
remotely inviting or welcoming about Griffin Hall. 


I leaned against the car, and took my time looking around. Beyond the 
low stone walls, the jungle pressed forward here and there, over and over. 
Any part of the vegetation that touched the creamy stone immediately 
shrivelled up and died, but the jungle persisted, sacrificing small parts of 
itself in its tireless search for a weak spot, driven by the slow, stubborn 
relentless nature of plants. Waiting only for the day, however far in the 
future that might be, when the walls would finally fall, and the jungle press 
inexorably forward to overwhelm Griffin Hall and all who lived in it. The 
jungle was immortal, too, and it had endless patience. 

The Hall itself was huge, sprawling and subtly menacing in the 
shimmering silver light from the oversized moon that dominated the 
Nightside sky. All the windows were illuminated, dozens of them, blazing 
out at the surrounding darkness. It should have been impressive, but every 
single window was long and narrow, like squinting, mean-spirited eyes. The 
massive main door was made of some unnaturally dark wood I didn’t 
recognise. It looked solid enough to stop a charging rhino. 

I let my eyes drift up several stories. All those brightly lit windows, and 
not one face peering out. Up on the roof, dark, indistinct figures moved 
shiftily among the sharp-edged gables. The gargoyles were getting restless. 
As long as they didn’t start throwing things...gargoyles delighted in toilet 
humour, and possessed uncanny aim. I took a deep breath, pushed myself 
away from the future car, and headed for the main door as though I didn’t 
have a care in the world. Never show fear in the Nightside, or something 
will walk all over you. 

I didn’t have to worry about Dead Boy’s car. It could look after itself. 

The path to the front door was illuminated by Japanese paper lanterns on 
tall poles, each one decorated with a different screaming face to ward off 
evil spirits. I took the time to study a few close up, but I didn’t recognise 
anyone. As I approached the front door, I realised for the first time that for 
all Griffin Hall’s legendary age, its stonework was still clean and sharp, the 
creamy stone untouched by time or erosion or the ravages of weather. The 
huge building could have been built just yesterday. Griffin Hall, like the 
family it protected, was also immortal, untouched, unchanging. 

I stood before the door, carefully pronounced the passWords I’d been 
given, and rapped firmly with the old-fashioned brass knocker. The sound 
seemed to echo on and on beyond the door, as though travelling 
unimaginably long distances. After letting me wait a suitable time, the door 


swung smoothly and silently open, to reveal the butler standing solemnly 
before me. He had to be the butler. Only a butler can look down his nose at 
you while remaining impeccably polite and courteous. I think they teach 
them that on the first day at butler training school. Certainly there’s no 
bigger snob than a servant of long standing. 

“T!’m John Taylor,” I said. 

“Of course you are, sir.” 

“Jeremiah Griffin is expecting me.” 

“Yes, sir. Do come in.” 

He stepped back only enough to let me get past, so I made a point of 
stepping heavily on his perfectly polished shoes. He closed the door, then 
inclined his head to me in what was almost a bow, but not quite. 

“Shall I summon a servant to take your trench coat, sir? We could have it 
cleaned.” 

“No,” I said. “It goes everywhere with me. It’d be lost without me.” 

“Indeed, sir. 1 am Hobbes, the Griffin family butler. If you would care to 
follow me, I will escort you into the master’s presence.” 

“Works for me,” I said. 


Hobbes led the way through the huge entrance lobby and down a long 
hallway, back stiff, chin up, not even bothering to check if I was following. 
It probably never even occurred to him that I wouldn’t be. So I strolled 
along, a few paces behind, deliberately slouching with both hands in my 
coat-pockets. You learn to take your little victories where you find them. 
The hallway was big enough to drive a train through, lit by a warm golden 
glow that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. Typical 
supernatural track lighting. I had a good look round, refusing to allow 
Hobbes to dictate the pace. I was genuinely interested. Not many people get 
to see the inside of Griffin Hall, and most of them had the decency and 
common sense to keep quiet about what they saw. But I’ve never been big 
on either. I was pretty sure I could make a tasty sum selling a detailed 
description to the Gracious Living section of the Night Times. 

But...I have to say, I wasn’t that impressed. The hallway was big, yes, 
but you soon got over that. The gleaming wooden floor was richly waxed 
and polished, the walls were brightly painted, and the high ceiling was 
decorated with a series of tasteful frescoes...but there were no standing 
suits of armour, no antique furnishings, no great works of art. Just a really 


long hallway with an endless series of paintings and portraits covering both 
walls. All of them depicting Jeremiah Griffin and his wife Mariah, in the 
fashions and styles of centuries past. Paintings hundreds of years old, 
celebrating two people who were probably even older. From formal stylised 
portraits where they both wore ruffs and the obligatory unsmiling 
expressions, through dozens of kings and more Parliaments, from 
Restoration to Edwardian and beyond. Some by artists so famous even I 
recognised them. 

I spent so long admiring a Rembrandt that Hobbes had to come back and 
hover over me, clearing his throat in a meaningful manner. I turned to give 
him my full attention. Hobbes really was the archetypal butler, upright and 
stern in his formal black-and-white Victorian outfit. His hair was jet-black 
and so were his eyes, though his tightlipped mouth was so pale as to be 
almost colourless. He had a high-boned face, and a long, pointed chin you 
could use to get pickles out of a jar. He should have been amusing, an 
anachronism in this modern day and age, but behind the arrogant servility 
there was a sense of enormous strength held in check, ready to be released 
in the service of his master. Hobbes...was creepy, in an utterly intimidating 
sort of way. 

You knew he’d be the first person to lean over your shoulder during a 
formal dinner and loudly announce that you were using the wrong fork. 
He’d also be the first to toss you out on your ear, probably with a broken 
limb or two, if you were dumb enough to upset his lord and master. I made 
a mental note not to tum my back on him at any time and to fight extremely 
dirty if push ever came to shove. 

“Tf you’ve quite finished, sir...?” Implied threats filled the pause at the 
end. 

“Tell me about Jeremiah,” I said, not moving, just to be contrary. “Have 
you worked for him long?” 

“T have had the honour of serving the Griffin family for years, sir. But 
you will of course understand that I cannot discuss the family’s personal 
matters with any visitor, no matter how...well-known.” 

“T like your gardens,” I said. “Very...lively.” 

“We do our best, sir. This way, sir.” 

It was clear he wasn’t going to tell me one damn thing, so I set off at a 
fast pace down the long hallway, and he had to hurry to catch up with me. 
He quickly resumed the lead, gliding silently along a careful two paces 


ahead of me. He was very quiet for such a big man. I felt like sticking my 
tongue out at his back, but somehow I knew he’d know, and wouldn’t care. 
So I settled for ambling along again, making as much noise as I could, 
doing my best to leave scuff marks on the polished floor. Every now and 
again, other servants would emerge from side corridors, all of them dressed 
in old-fashioned Victorian outfits, and every time they’d crash to a halt and 
wait respectfully for Hobbes to pass, before continuing on their way. 
Except...respectful wasn’t quite the word. No, they looked scared. All of 
them. 

Jeremiah and Mariah Griffin continued to stare solemnly back at me 
from the walls as I passed. Clothes and hairstyles and backgrounds 
changed, but they remained the same. Two hard, unyielding faces, with 
unyielding stares. I’d seen portraits of kings and queens in all their finery 
who looked less royal, less sure of themselves. As Hobbes and I finally 
approached the end of the hallway, paintings finally gave way to 
photographs, from faded sepia prints to the latest digital clarity. And for the 
first time the Griffin children appeared, William and Eleanor. First as 
children, then as adults, again fixed and unchanging while the fashions and 
the world changed around them. Both children had their parents’ strong 
bone structure but none of their character. The children looked...soft, 
pampered. Weak. Unhappy. 

At the end of the hallway, Hobbes took a sharp right turn, and when I 
followed him round the corner I found we were in another great hallway, 
where both walls were lined with trophies of the hunt. Animal heads 
watched and snarled from their carefully positioned wall plaques, stuffed 
and mounted with glass eyes that seemed to follow you down the hall. 
There were all the usual beasts of the field, lions and tigers and bears, oh 
my, and a single fox head that creeped the hell out of me by winking as I 
passed. I didn’t say anything to Hobbes. I knew he wouldn’t have anything 
to say about it that I wanted to hear. As we progressed further down the 
long hallway, the trophies progressed from the unusual to the unnatural. No- 
one cares about permits in the Nightside. You can hunt any damn thing you 
take a fancy to if it doesn’t start hunting you. 

There was a unicorn’s head, complete with the single long curlicued 
horn, though its pure white hide seemed drab and lifeless, for all the 
taxidermist’s skill. Further along there was a manticore, with its disturbing 
mix of leonine and human features. The snarling mouth was full of huge 


blocky teeth, but the long, flowing mane looked as though it had been 
recently blow-dried. And...an absolutely huge dragon’s head, a good 
fourteen feet from ear to pointed ear. The golden eyes were big as dinner 
plates, and I’d never seen so many teeth in one mouth before. The snout 
projected so far out into the hallway that Hobbes and I had to edge past in 
single file. 

“T’ll bet that’s hell to dust,” I said, because you have to say something. 

“T wouldn’t know, sir,” said Hobbes. 


Several hallways and corridors later, we came at last to the main conference 
room. Hobbes knocked briskly, pushed open the door, and stepped aside to 
gesture me through ahead of him. I strolled in like I did this every day, and 
didn’t even glance back as I heard Hobbes close the door firmly behind me. 
The conference room was large and noisy, but the first thing that caught my 
attention were the dozens of television screens covering the wall to my left, 
showing news channels, business information, market reports, and political 
updates from all round the world. All blasting away simultaneously. The 
sheer noise of the babble was overwhelming, but no-one in the room 
seemed to be paying it any particular attention. 

Instead, all eyes were on the man himself, Jeremiah Griffin, sitting at the 
head of his long table like a king on his throne, listening intently as his 
people came to him in a steady flow, bearing news and memos and files and 
urgent but respectful questions. They swarmed around him like worker 
drones with a queen bee, coming and going, clustering and re-forming, and 
competing jealously for the Griffin’s attention. They all seemed to be 
talking at the same time, but Jeremiah Griffin had no difficulty telling 
whom he wanted to talk to, and whom he needed to listen to. He rarely 
looked at any of the men and women around him, giving all his attention to 
the papers placed before him. He would nod or shake his head, initial some 
pages and reject others, and occasionally growl a comment or an order, and 
the people around him would rush away to do his bidding, their faces fixed 
and intent. Impeccably and expensively dressed, and probably even more 
expensively educated, they still behaved more like servants than Hobbes. 
None of them paid me any attention, even when they had to brush right past 
me to get to the door. And Jeremiah didn’t even glance in my direction. 

Presumably I was supposed to stand there, at full attention, until he 
deigned to notice me. Hell with that. I pulled up a chair and sat down, 


putting my feet up on the table. I was in no hurry, and I wanted to take a 
good look at the immortal Jeremiah Griffin. He was a big man, not tall but 
big, with a barrel chest and broad shoulders, in an exquisitely cut dark suit, 
white shirt, and black string tie. He had a strong, hard-boned face, with cold 
blue eyes, a hawk nose, and a mouth that looked like it rarely smiled. All 
topped with a great leonine mane of grey hair. Just as he’d looked in all his 
portraits, right back to the days of the Tudors. It seemed he’d only come to 
his immortality when he was already in his fifties, and the package hadn’t 
included eternal youth. He’d just stopped aging. He sat very upright, as 
though doing anything else would be a sign of weakness, and his few 
gestures were sharp and controlled. He had that effortless gravitas and calm 
authority that come from long years of experience. He gave the impression 
that here was a man who would always know exactly what you were going 
to say even before you said it, because he’d seen and heard it all before. 
Over and over again. 

His people treated him with a deference bordering on awe, more like a 
pope than a king. Outside this room they might be people of wealth and 
breeding and experts in their field, but here they were just underlings to the 
Griffin, a position and a privilege they would rather die than give up. 
Because this was where the power was, where the real money was, where 
all the decisions that mattered were made, every day, and even the smallest 
decision changed the course of the world. To be working here, for the 
Griffin, meant you were at the very top of the heap. For as long as you 
lasted. Somehow I knew there was a constant turnover of bright young 
things passing through this room. Because the Griffin wouldn’t stand for 
anyone becoming experienced or influential enough to be a threat to him. 

Jeremiah Griffin kept me waiting for some time, and I got bored, which 
is always dangerous. I was supposed to just sit there and cool my heels, to 
put me in my place, but I am proud to say I have never known my place. So 
I decided to act up cranky. I have a reputation to live down to. I looked 
unhurriedly round the conference room, considering various possibilities for 
mischief and mayhem, before finally settling on the wall of television 
screens. 

I used my special gift to find the channel control signal and used it to 
tune every single television screen to the same appalling show. I’d found it 
accidentally one night while channel hopping (never a good idea in the 
Nightside, where we get not only the whole world’s output, but also 


transmissions from other worlds and other dimensions), and I actually had 
to go and hide behind the sofa till it was over. The John Waters Celebrity 
Perversion Hour is the single most upsetting pornography ever produced, 
and now it was blasting out of dozens of screens simultaneously. The 
various men and women hovering around Jeremiah Griffin looked up, 
vaguely aware that something had changed, and then they saw the screens. 
And saw what was happening. And then they started screaming, and 
puking, and finally running for their lives and their sanity. There are some 
things man is just not meant to know, let alone do with a moose. The 
conference room quickly cleared, leaving only myself and Jeremiah Griffin. 
He looked briefly at the screens, sniffed once, then looked away again. He 
wasn’t shocked or upset, or even impressed. He’d seen it all before. 

He gestured sharply with one hand, and all the screens shut down at 
once. The room was suddenly and blessedly quiet. The Griffin looked at me 
sternly. I leaned back in my chair, and smiled easily at him. Jeremiah sighed 
heavily, shook his head briefly, and rose to his feet. I took my boots off the 
table and quickly got to my feet, too. The Griffin hadn’t become the richest 
and most powerful individual in the Nightside without killing his fair share 
of enemies, many with his bare hands. I struck a carefully casual pose as he 
approached me (never show fear, they can sense fear), and he came to a halt 
carefully out of arm’s reach. Presumably he’d heard about me, too. We 
studied each other silently. I didn’t offer to shake hands, and neither did he. 

“T knew you were going to be trouble,” he said finally, in a calm cold 
voice. “Good. I need a man who’s trouble. So, you’re the infamous John 
Taylor. The man who could have been king of the Nightside, if he’d 
wanted.” 

“T didn’t want it,” I said easily. 

“Why not?” 

It was a fair question, so I considered it for a moment. “Because it would 
have meant giving up being me. I never wanted to run other people’s lives. I 
have enough problems running my own. And I’ve seen what happens... 
when power corrupts.” I looked the Griffin straight in his icy blue eyes. 
“Why do you want to run the Nightside, Jeremiah?” 

He smiled briefly. “Because it’s there. A man has to have a goal, 
especially an immortal man. No doubt running the Nightside will turn out to 
be more trouble than it’s worth, in the end, but it’s the only real goal left for 
a man of my ambitions and talents. Besides, I bore very easily, these days. I 


have no peers, and all my dangerous enemies are dead. I have a constant 
appetite, a need, for new things to occupy and distract me. When you’ve 
lived as long as I have, it’s hard to find anything truly new, anymore. That’s 
why I chose you for this assignment. I could have had any detective, any 
investigator I wanted...but there’s only one John Taylor.” 

“You seemed to be keeping yourself busy,” I said, gesturing at the door 
through which his people had departed. 

He made a short dismissive sound. “That wasn’t business, not really. 
Just...makework. It’s important that I be seen to be busy. I can’t afford to be 
seen or even thought of as weak, distracted...or the sharks will start to 
gather round my operations. I didn’t spend centuries building up my empire 
to see it all brought down by a pack of opportunistic jackals.” 

His large hands closed into heavy, brutal fists. 

“Why would anyone think you weak?” I said carefully. “You’re the 
Griffin, the man who would be King.” 

He scowled at me, but his heart wasn’t in it. He pulled up a chair and sat 
down, and I sat down opposite him. 

“My grand-daughter Melissa...is missing,” he said heavily. “Maybe 
kidnapped, maybe even murdered. I don’t know...and not knowing is hard. 
She disappeared yesterday, just forty-eight hours short of her eighteenth 
birthday.” 

“Any signs of foul play?” I said, doing my best to sound like I knew 
what I was doing. “No sign of a struggle, or...” 

“No. Nothing.” 

“Then maybe she just took off. You know teenagers...” 

“No. There’s more to it than that. I recently changed my will, leaving 
everything to Melissa. The Hall, the money, the businesses. The rest of the 
family get nothing. It was supposed to be strictly secret, of course. The only 
people who knew were myself and the family lawyer, Jarndyce. But three 
days ago he was found dead in his office, butchered. His safe had been 
ripped right out of the wall and broken open. The only thing missing was 
his copy of the new will. Shortly afterwards, the contents were made known 
to every member of my family. There were...raised voices. Not least from 
Melissa, who had no idea she was to be my sole heir. 

“And now she’s gone. Nowhere to be found. No sign of how she was 
taken. Or how her abductors got into the Hall, unseen by anyone, 


undetected by any of my security people or their supposedly state-of-the-art 
systems. Melissa has vanished, without a trace.” 

I immediately thought Inside job, but I had enough sense to keep that 
thought to myself, for now. 

“Do you have a photograph of your grand-daughter?” I said. 

“Of course.” 

He handed me a folder containing half a dozen eight-by-ten glossies. 
Melissa Griffin was tall and slender, with long blonde hair and a pale face 
completely devoid of makeup or expression. She stared coldly at the camera 
as though it was something not to be trusted. She wouldn’t have been my 
first choice to leave a business empire to. But maybe she had hidden depths. 
I chose one photo and tucked it away inside my coat. 

“Tell me about the rest of your family,” I said. “The disinherited ones. 
Where they were, what they were doing, when Melissa disappeared.” 

Jeremiah frowned, choosing his words carefully. “As far as I can 
ascertain, they were all in plain sight, observed by myself or others, perhaps 
even conspicuously so. It’s not usual for them all to be present in the Hall at 
the same time...It was the same the day before, when Jarndyce’s office was 
broken into, and he was killed. But I can’t really see any of my family as 
suspects. None of them would have the backbone to go up against me. Even 
though they were all mad as hell over the new will.” He chuckled briefly. 
“Actually horrified, some of them, at the thought of having to go out and 
work for a living.” 

“Why did you disinherit them?” I said. 

“Because none of them are worthy! I’ve done my best to knock them 
into shape, down the years, but they never had to fight for things, the way I 
did... They grew up with everything, so they think they’re entitled to it. Not 
one of them could hang on to anything I left them! And I didn’t spend 
centuries putting my empire together with blood and sweat and hard toil, to 
have it fall apart because my successors don’t have the guts to do what’s 
necessary. Melissa...is strong. I have faith in her. I’ve since hired a new 
lawyer and had a new will drawn up, of course, replacing the lost 
document, but...for reasons I don’t propose to share with you, the will is 
only valid if Melissa returns to sign certain documents before her eighteenth 
birthday. Should she fail to do so, she will never inherit anything. I need 
you to find her for me, Mr. Taylor. That is what you do, after all. Find her 


and bring her safely home, before her eighteenth birthday. You have a little 
under twenty-four hours.” 

“And if she’s already dead?” I said bluntly. 

“T refuse to believe that,” he said, his voice flat and hard. “No-one would 
dare. Everyone knows Melissa is my favorite and that I would burn down 
all the Nightside to avenge her. Besides, there’s been no ransom demand, no 
attempt at communication. It is possible she just ran away, I suppose, 
intimidated by the responsibilities lying ahead of her. She never wanted to 
be a part of the family business...Or, she might have been afraid of what the 
rest of the family might say, or do to her. But if that was the case, she would 
have left me a note. Or found some way to contact me. No, she was taken 
against her will. I’m sure of it.” 

“Any friends who might be sheltering her?” I said, to show I hadn’t 
given up on the running away idea. 

“She only has a few real friends, and I’ve had them all checked out 
carefully, from a distance. They don’t even seem to know she’s gone 
missing yet. And that’s the way it has to stay. You can’t tell anyone, Mr. 
Taylor. I can’t be seen to be vulnerable, or distracted.” 

“An impossible case, with impossible conditions, and an impossible 
deadline,” I said. “Why don’t you just tie both my legs behind my back 
while you’re at it? All right, let me think. Could she have fled outside the 
Nightside, into London proper?” 

“No,” he said immediately. “Impossible. None of my family can ever 
leave the Nightside.” 

“Tt always comes back to the family, doesn’t it?” I said. I thought for a 
while. “If she’s out there, I’ll find her. But you have to face the fact that she 
could already be dead. Murdered, either by someone in your family’s 
employ, to prevent her from inheriting, or by one of the many enemies 
you’ve made in your long career.” 

“Find my grand-daughter,” said the Griffin, his voice cold and relentless. 
“And in return I will pay you the sum of ten million pounds. Find out what 
happened, and why, and who is responsible. And either return her to me 
safely, or bring me her body, and the name of the man responsible.” 

“Even if it’s family?” I said. 

“Especially if it’s family,” said Jeremiah Griffin. 

He pushed a briefcase across the table towards me, and I opened it. The 
briefcase was packed full of banknotes. 


“One million pounds,” said the Griffin. “Just to get you started. I’m sure 
there will be expenses. You get the rest when I get Melissa. Are you all 
right, Mr Taylor?” 

“Oh sure,” I said. “Just having breathing difficulties. Money is only 
numbers to you, isn’t it?” 

“Do we have a deal, Mr. Taylor?” 

“We have a deal,” I said, closing the briefcase. “But understand me, Mr. 
Griffin. You’re hiring me to bring you the truth about what happened. All of 
the truth, not just the bits you want to hear. And once I get started, I don’t 
stop till I get to the end, no matter who gets hurt in the process. Once you 
unleash me, even you can’t call me off. Do we still have a deal, Mr. 
Griffin?” 

“Do whatever you have to, to find Melissa,” said the Griffin. “I don’t 
care who gets hurt in the process. Even me. They say...you have a special 
gift, for finding things and people.” 

“That’s right, I do. But I can’t simply reach out and put my finger on 
your grand-daughter. That’s not how it works. I need a specific question to 
get a specific answer. Or location. I need to know which direction to look in 
before I can hope to pin her down. Still, I can try a basic search here, see if 
my Sight can reveal anything useful.” 

I concentrated, opening up my inner eye, my third eye, my private eye, 
and my Sight came alive as my gift manifested, showing me all the things 
in the conference room hidden from everyday gaze. There were ghosts all 
over the room, men and women reliving the moments of their murders over 
and over again, trapped in endless loops of Time. Jeremiah had been busy 
here. I grabbed his hand so he could see them, too, but his face showed no 
emotion. There were other creatures, too, not in any way human, but they 
were only passing through, using our dimension as a stepping-stone to 
somewhere else. They’re always there. And finally I got a glimpse of 
Melissa, running through the conference room. I couldn’t tell if she was 
running to someone, or from someone. Her face was cold, focused, intent. 

And then my Sight was blocked and shut down by some outside force. 

I staggered backwards, and almost fell. My Vision of the greater world 
was gone, closed off from me. I fought to force my inner eye open again, to 
See Melissa again, and was shocked when I discovered I couldn’t. This had 
never happened to me before. Only some incredibly powerful force could 
shut down my gift, like one of the Powers or Principalities. But that would 


mean the involvement of Heaven or Hell; both of whom were supposed to 
be barred from intervening directly inside the Nightside. Jeremiah grabbed 
my shoulder and thrust his face into mine, demanding to know what was 
happening, but I was listening to something else. There was a new presence 
in the conference room, something strange and awful, building and focusing 
as it struggled to find a form it could manifest through. The Griffin looked 
around sharply. Still linked to me, he could feel it, too. 

The temperature in the room plummeted, hoarfrost forming on the 
windows and the walls and the tabletop. The air was full of the stench of 
dead things. Somewhere someone was screaming without end, and someone 
else was crying without hope. Something bad was coming, from a bad 
place, smashing its way through the Hall’s defences with contemptuous 
ease. 

I reached into my coat-pocket and drew out a packet of salt. I never 
travel anywhere without condiments. I drew a salt circle around the Griffin 
and myself, muttering certain Words as fast as I could say them. You don’t 
last long in the Nightside if you don’t learn the basic defences pretty 
damned quickly. But spiritual protections can only defend you against 
Spiritual attacks. 

All the television screens exploded at once, showering me and the 
Griffin with shrapnel. He started to flinch away, outside the salt circle, and I 
grabbed his shoulder, shouting at him to hold his ground. He jerked out of 
my hand, but nodded stiffly. Oddly, he didn’t look frightened, just annoyed. 
I looked back at the shattered televisions. The electronic innards were 
crawling out of the broken sets, spilling out in streams of steel and silicon 
and plastic. And from this possessed technology the invading presence 
made itself a shape. 

It stood up slowly as it came together, tall and threatening, manlike in 
appearance but in no way human. An unliving construct, made of jagged 
metal bones with silicon sinews, razor-sharp hands, and a plastic face with 
glowing eyes and jagged metal teeth. It lurched towards me and the Griffin, 
crackling with imperfectly discharging electricity. A purely physical threat, 
to which the salt circle would be no defence at all. 

“The Hall’s security defences should have kicked in by now,” said the 
Griffin, his voice strained, but even. “And my security people should be 
bursting in here any minute, armed to the teeth.” 


“T really wouldn’t bet on it,” I said. “We’re dealing with a major Power 
here. I’d bet every penny of the money you just gave me that it’s sealed off 
this room completely. We are on our own.” 

“Do you by any chance carry a gun?” said the Griffin. 

“No,” I said, and smiled. “I’ve never needed one.” 

I cautiously tried my inner eye again. The Power had shut down my 
ability to look for Melissa, but the gift itself was still operating. I inherited 
it from my mother, that ancient and awful Being known as Lilith, and 
probably only the Creator or the Enemy themselves could take it away from 
me. So I eased my third eye open just a crack, hardly enough to be noticed, 
and sent my Sight hurtling out over the Nightside, searching for someplace 
where it was raining. The metal construct was almost upon us, reaching out 
eagerly with its jagged metal hands. I found a rain-storm, and it was the 
easiest thing in the world for me to bring that rain into the conference room 
and drop it on the construct. 

The plastic face cracked as it cried out harshly, an inhuman squeal of 
static, and the whole form collapsed and fell apart as the pouring rain short- 
circuited it. The construct shattered as it hit the floor, scattering into a 
million harmless pieces. I sent the rain back where I found it, and all was 
calm and still in the conference room. 

I looked around cautiously, but the feel of the invading presence was 
gone. The room was already warming up again, the hoarfrost running away 
in trickles from the walls and windows. I stepped outside the salt circle, 
kicked at a few metal pieces on the floor, then gestured for the Griffin to 
join me. We looked down at what was left of the construct. He didn’t seem 
too upset, or even impressed. 

“One of your enemies?” I said. 

“Not as far as I know,” he said. “One of yours, perhaps?” 

That was when the Griffin’s security people finally charged into the 
room, shouting and carrying on and waving their guns about. The Griffin 
yelled right back at them, wanting to know where the hell they were while 
his life was in danger. The security people started backing up, under the 
sheer force of his anger, and he quickly drove them all away with 
instructions to check the rest of the Hall for possible incursions, and not to 
report back until they’d found or done something to justify their jobs and 
expensive salaries. 


I let him get on with it, while I considered the matter. The appearance of 
such a powerful Being complicated matters. Not least because I couldn’t see 
where it fitted into a simple kidnapping. Or runaway. If I couldn’t use my 
Sight to find Melissa...I’d have to do it the old-fashioned way, by 
interrogating everyone involved, asking awkward and insightful questions, 
and hoping I was smart enough to know when someone was lying to me. I 
said as much to the Griffin, when we were finally alone again, and he 
nodded immediately. 

“You have my authority to question all members of my family, my staff, 
and my businesspeople. Ask them anything you want, and if anyone gives 
you any trouble, refer them to me.” He smiled briefly. “Getting them to 
cooperate, and tell you what you need to know, is of course your problem.” 

“Of course,” I said. “You realise I may have to ask...personal questions 
of your immediate family. Your wife, and your children.” 

“Ask them anything. Feel free to slap them about, if you want. All that 
matters is finding Melissa, before it’s too late.” 

“T’d be interested in hearing your impressions of your family,” I said. 
“Anything you think I ought to know...” 

I already knew the basics. The Griffins were, after all, celebrities in the 
Nightside, their every word and move covered by the gossip rags. Which I 
have been known to read, on occasion. But I was interested to see what he 
would tell me, and perhaps more importantly, what he didn’t. 

“Any one of them could be involved,” he said, scowling. “They could 
have hired people, I suppose...But none of them would have the guts to 
Oppose me so openly. They’re only immortal because of me, but you can’t 
expect gratitude to last forever. My dear wife Mariah is loyal to me. Not too 
smart, but smart enough to know where her best interests lie. My son 
William, my eldest...is weak, spineless, and no businessman. Though God 
knows I tried hard enough to make him into an heir worth having. But he 
has always been a disappointment to me. Too much of his mother in him. 
He married Gloria, an ex-supermodel, against my wishes. Pretty enough, I 
suppose, but all the charm and personality of a magazine cover. She married 
money, not a man. Somehow, they managed to produce my wise and 
wonderful grand-daughter, Melissa. 

“My daughter Eleanor has only ever been interested in indulging her 
various appetites. She only married Marcel because I made it clear she had 
to marry someone. Couldn’t have her running round the Nightside like a cat 


in heat all her life. I thought marriage would help her grow up. I should 
have known better. Marcel gambles. Badly. And thinks I don’t know, the 
fool. They have a son, my other grand-child Paul. He has always been a 
mystery to me and his parents. I’d say he was a changeling, if I hadn’t had 
him checked.” 

And that was all he was prepared to say about what should have been his 
nearest and dearest. I picked up the briefcase, grunting with surprise at the 
weight, and nodded to the Griffin. 

“T’ll let you know when I know something. Can I ask, who 
recommended me to you?” 

“Walker,” he said, and I had to smile. Of course. Who else? 

“One last question,” I said. “Why does an immortal feel the need to 
make a will, anyway?” 

“Because not even immortality lasts forever,” said Jeremiah Griffin. 


TWO 


Queen Bee 


hen in doubt, as I so often am, start with the scene of the crime. 

Perhaps the criminals will have left behind something useful, like a 
business card with their names and addresses on it. Stranger things have 
happened in the Nightside. After I left the conference room, I turned to the 
butler Hobbes, and spoke to him firmly. 

“T need to see Melissa’s room, Hobbes.” 

“Of course you do, sir,” he said calmly. “But I’m afraid you won’t find 
anything there.” 

Hobbes led me through another series of corridors and hallways. I was 
beginning to think I’d have to ask someone for a map if Hobbes ever 
decided to give me the slip. All the hallways and corridors seemed 
unnaturally still and quiet. For such a large Hall, surprisingly few people 
actually seemed to live there. The only people we passed were uniformed 
servants, and they all gave Hobbes and me a wide berth, scurrying past with 
bowed heads and lowered eyes. And for once, despite all my hard-earned 
reputation, I didn’t think it was me they were scared of. 

We came at last to an old-fashioned elevator, with sliding doors made up 
of rococo brass stylings. Very art deco. Hobbes pulled back the heavy doors 
with casual strength, and we stepped inside. The cage was big enough to 
hold a fairly intimate party in, and the walls were works of art in stained 
glass. Hobbes pulled the doors shut and said Top floor in a loud and 
commanding voice. The elevator floor lurched briefly under my feet, and 


we were off. For such an old mechanism, the ride was remarkably smooth. I 
looked for the floor numbers and couldn’t help noticing there were no 
indicators or controls anywhere in the elevator. 

“T can’t help noticing there aren’t any indicators or controls anywhere in 
this elevator, Hobbes.” 

“Indeed, sir. All the elevators in Griffin Hall are programmed to respond 
only to authorised voices. A security measure...” 

“Then how did Melissa’s abductors get to the top floor?” 

“An excellent question, sir, and one I feel confident you will enlighten 
us on in due course.” 

“Stop taking the piss, Hobbes.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

The elevator stopped, and Hobbes hauled the doors open. I stepped out 
into a long corridor with firmly shut doors lining both sides. The lighting 
was pleasantly subdued, the walls were bare of any decoration or 
ormamentation, and the carpeting was Persian. All the closed doors looked 
very solid. I wondered if the Griffins locked their doors at night. I would, in 
a place like this. And with a family like this. Hobbes closed the elevator 
doors with a flourish and came forward to stand uncomfortably close beside 
me. Invading someone’s personal space is a standard intimidation tactic, but 
in my time I’d faced down Beings on the Street of the Gods and made them 
cry like babies. It would take more than one severely up-himself butler to 
put me off my game. 

“This is the top floor, sir. All the family bedrooms are here. Though of 
course not every member of the family is always in residence at the same 
time. Master William and Miss Eleanor have their own domiciles, in town. 
Master Paul and Miss Melissa do not. Mr. Griffin requires that they live 
here.” 

I frowned. “He doesn’t let the children live with their own parents?” 

“Again, a security measure, sir.” 

“Show me Melissa’s room,” I said, to remind him who was in charge 
here. 

He led the way down the corridor. It was a long corridor, with a lot of 
doors. 

“Guest rooms?” I said, gesturing. 

“Oh no, sir. Guests are never permitted to stay over, sir. Only the family 
sleep under this roof. Security, again. All these rooms are family bedrooms. 


So that every member can move back and forth, as the fancy takes them, 
when they get bored with the trappings of a particular room. I am given to 
understand that boredom can be a very real problem with immortals, sir.” 

We walked on some more. “So,” I said. “What do you think happened to 
Melissa, Hobbes?” 

He didn’t even look at me. “I really couldn’t say, sir.” 

“But you must have an opinion?” 

“T try very hard not to, sir. Opinions only get in the way of providing a 
proper service to the family.” 

“What did you do before you came here, Hobbes?” 

“Oh, I’ve always been in service, sir.” 

I could believe that. No-one gets that supercilious without years of on- 
the-job training. “How about the rest of the staff? Did none of them see or 
hear anything suspicious, or out of the ordinary, before or after Melissa 
disappeared?” 

“T did question every member of the staff most thoroughly, sir. They 
would have told me if they’d known anything. Anything at all.” 

“On the evening Melissa vanished, did you admit any unusual or 
unexpected visitors to the Hall?” 

“People are always coming and going, sir.” 

I gave him one of my hard looks. “Are you always this evasive, 
Hobbes?” 

“T do my best, sir. This is Miss Melissa’s room.” 

We stopped before a door that looked no different from any of the 
others. Solid wood, sensibly closed. No obvious signs of attack or forced 
entry. I tried the brass handle, and it turned easily in my grasp. I pushed the 
door open and looked in. The room before me was completely empty. No 
boy band posters on the walls, no fluffy animals, no furniture. Just four bare 
walls, a bare bed, and an even barer wooden floor. Nothing to show a 
teenage girl had ever occupied this room. I glared at Hobbes. 

“Tell me her room didn’t always look like this.” 

“Tt didn’t always look like this, sir.” 

“Did the Griffin order this room emptied?” 

“No, sir. This is exactly how I found it.” 

“Explain,” I said, just a little dangerously. 

“Yes, sir. Miss Melissa was supposed to join the rest of the family for the 
evening meal. The Master and Mistress have always been very firm that all 


members of the family should dine together, when in residence. Master 
William and Miss Eleanor were present, and her son Master Paul, but Miss 
Melissa was late, which was most unlike her. When she didn’t appear, I was 
sent to summon her. When I got here, the door was ajar. I knocked, but 
received no reply. When I ventured to look inside, in case she was feeling 
unwell, I found the room as you see it now. Miss Melissa never was much 
of a one for comforts or trinkets, but even so, this seemed extreme. I 
immediately raised the alarm, and security searched the Hall from top to 
bottom, but there was no trace to be found of Miss Melissa.” 

I looked at him for a long moment. “Are you saying,” I managed finally, 
“that not only did Melissa’s kidnappers remove her from this Hall without 
anyone noticing, but that they walked off with all her belongings as well? 
And no-one saw anything? Is that what you’re saying?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“T have a major slap with your name on it in my pocket, Hobbes.” 

“T feel I should also point out that no magics will function in Griffin Hall 
unless authorised by a member of the Griffin family, sir. So Miss Melissa 
could not have been magicked out of her room...” 

“Not without her cooperation or that of someone in her family.” 

“Which is of course quite impossible, sir.” 

“No, Hobbes, nailing a live octopus to a wall is impossible, everything 
else is merely difficult.” 

“IT bow to your superior knowledge, sir.” 

I was still thinking Inside job, but I wasn’t ready to say it out loud. 

I peered into the empty room again and tried to call up my gift, hoping 
for at least a glimpse of what happened, but my inner eye wouldn’t open. 
Someone with a hell of a lot of power really didn’t want me using my gift in 
this case. I was beginning to wonder if perhaps Someone was playing 
games with me... 

Footsteps sounded in the corridor behind me. I looked round just in time 
to see a uniformed maid come to a halt before Hobbes and curtsy 
respectfully. Damn, the servants moved quietly around here. She bobbed a 
quick curtsy to me, too, as an afterthought. 

“Pardon me, Mr. Hobbes, sir,” said the maid, in a voice that was little 
more than a whisper. “But the Mistress said to tell you she wants a word 
with Mr. Taylor before he leaves.” 

Hobbes looked at me and raised an eyebrow. 


“Oh please teach me how to do that,” I said. “I’ve always wanted to be 
able to raise a single eyebrow like that.” 

The maid got the giggles and had to turn away. Hobbes just looked at 
me. 

“Oh what the hell,” I said. “Might as well talk to the Mistress. She might 
know something.” 

“T wouldn’t bank on it, sir,” said Hobbes. 


The maid hurried off on business of her own, and Hobbes led me all the 
way back up the corridor to Mariah Griffin’s room. I was curious as to why 
she would want to see me and what she might be prepared to tell me about 
her grand-daughter that Jeremiah wouldn’t, or couldn’t. Women often share 
secrets within a family that the men know nothing about. We finally came 
to a stop before another anonymous door. 

“Mariah Griffin’s room, sir,” said Hobbes. 

I looked at him thoughtfully. “Not Jeremiah and Mariah’s room? They 
have separate bedrooms?” 

“Indeed, sir.” 

I didn’t ask. He wouldn’t have told me anyway. 

I nodded to him, and he knocked very politely on the door. A loud 
female voice said Enter! and Hobbes pushed the door open and stepped 
back so I could enter first. I sauntered in as though I was thinking of renting 
the place, then trashing it. Even though it was what passed for midafternoon 
in the Nightside, Mariah Griffin was still in bed. She was sitting up in a 
filmy white silk nightdress, propped up and supported by a whole bunch of 
puffy pink pillows. The walls were pink, too. In fact, the whole oversized 
room had a kind of pink ambience, like walking into a nursery. The bed was 
big enough for several people, if they were of a friendly inclination, and 
Mariah Griffin was surrounded by a small army of maids, advisors, and 
social secretaries. Some of them grudgingly made way as I took up a 
position at the foot of the bed. 

The elaborate and no doubt very expensive counterpane was covered 
with the remains of several half-eaten meals, even more half-consumed 
boxes of chocolates, and dozens of scattered glossy gossip magazines. An 
open bottle of champagne stood chilling in an ice bucket, conveniently near 
at hand. Mariah conspicuously ignored me, apparently intent on all the 


people milling around her bed, competing noisily for her attention. So I 
stood at the foot of the bed and studied her openly. 

Mariah Griffin was on the plump side of pretty, pleasantly rounded if not 
actually voluptuous, from the old school of beauty. The hair piled up thickly 
on top of her head was so pale a yellow as to be almost colourless, but her 
face made up for that with bright gaudy makeup. Scarlet bee-stung lips, 
rouged cheeks, dark purple eye-shadow, and eyelashes so thick it was a 
wonder she could see past them. Mariah looked to be in her early thirties, 
and had done for many centuries. Her strong bone structure gave her face 
what character it had, undermined by a vague manner and a pettishness in 
the voice. She looked more like an indulged mistress than a wife of long 
standing. 

Various maids and flunkies clustered around her, attending to her every 
need almost before she could think of them; plumping up her pillows, 
offering her a new box of chocolates or freshening her glass of champagne, 
as necessary. Mariah ignored them all, giving her entire attention to the 
day’s correspondence and the updating of her social diary. It soon became 
clear that her default expression was a pout, and whenever events seemed to 
conspire against her, she would lash out feebly with a plump hand at 
whoever happened to be closest at that moment. The maids and flunkies 
took the blows without flinching. The fashion and social advisors were all 
careful to stay just out of arm’s reach, without being seen to do so. Those 
nearest to me studied me carefully out of the corners of their eyes, and after 
a few moments to raise their courage, began making pointed little remarks 
to each other, loud enough for me to hear. 

“Well, well, look who it isn’t—the famous John Taylor.” 

“Infamous, I would have said. I always thought he’d be taller. You know, 
more butch.” 

“And that trench coat is so last year...J could run him up something 
really daring in mauve.” 

“Ask for his measurements!” 

“Oh, I don’t like to!” 

There’s definitely something about the Nightside that brings out the 
stereotypical behavior in some people. Emboldened that I hadn’t taken 
offence, a large gentleman in chin-to-toe black leather glared at me openly. 

“Well, lo and behold—the Nightside’s very own private dick...always 
trying to slip in where he isn’t wanted.” 


“Lo and behold?” I said. “I can behold all you want, but if loing is 
required, someone’s going to have to coach me. I’ve never been too clear on 
what loing actually involves...There ought to be an instructional booklet; 
Loing for Beginners, or A Bluffer’s Guide to Loing.” 

“You start anything with me, John Taylor, and I’ll summon security, see 
if I don’t. And then there’!] be trouble!” 

“Will there be loing as well?” I said hopefully. 

“Why is this woman still writing to me?” Mariah Griffin said loudly, 
waving a letter in one plump hand to draw everyone’s attention back to her. 
“She knows very well I’m not talking to her! My rules are very clear: miss 
two of my parties, and you’re Out. I don’t care if her children had 
leprosy...” 

She was looking at everyone in the room except me, but the whole 
performance was for my benefit. She carried on complaining about this and 
that to her various advisors, who all gave her their full attention if not their 
interest. Mariah desperately wanted to come across as regal, but she lacked 
the necessary concentration. She’d start off on one subject, switch to 
another, get sidetracked, then forget where she’d started. She fluttered from 
one topic to another like a butterfly, always attracted by something else that 
promised to be a little bit more interesting or colourful. I got bored waiting, 
so I started wandering round the room, looking at things, picking them up 
and putting them down in a deliberately careless way. 

If that didn’t work, I’d start tossing them out the windows. 

There were luxurious items as far as the eye could see, delicate china 
figures, antique dolls, glass animals, and porcelain so fragile it looked like it 
would shatter if you breathed on it too heavily. All carefully laid out and 
presented on antique furnishings of the highest order. Some deep-seated 
anarchist part of me longed to run amok with a sledgehammer, or perhaps a 
length of steel chain...1 eased my inner barbarian by helping myself to 
chocolates from the opened boxes. All the soft centres were gone, but I 
made do. 

Judging by the pile of still-unopened letters cascading across Mariah’s 
bedside table, she got a lot of correspondence. E-mail never really caught 
on in the Nightside—far too easy to hack or intercept. And there was 
always the problem of computers developing sentience, or getting 
possessed by forces from the outer dark...and techno-exorcists don’t come 
cheap. Handwritten letters are the done thing these days, especially in what 


some people like to think of as the Highest Circles. The immortal Griffins 
are the closest thing the Nightside has to its own aristocracy, which meant 
every social climber in the place was desperate to get close to them, in the 
hope that some of the Griffins’ standing and glamour would rub off on the 
more favoured supplicants. Snobbery is a terrible vice, as easy to get 
hooked on as heroin and as devastating to give up when you’re no longer 
In, and going through withdrawal symptoms. 

Even royalty came to sit at the feet of the Griffins and beg discreetly for 
boons and favours. We get them all in the Nightside—kings and queens in 
exile, princes of This and lairds of That, and every rank and station you can 
think of. They arrive via Timeslips from other worlds and times and 
dimensions, cut off forever from their own people, power, and riches. Some 
buckle down and make something new of themselves. Most don’t. Because 
they don’t know how. They still expect to be treated as royalty just because 
they once were, and get really upset when the Nightside makes it clear it 
doesn’t give a damn. Mostly they hole up together in private little members- 
only clubs, where they can all address each other by their proper titles and 
spend most of their time angling for invitations to the Griffins’ latest ball or 
soiree. Because acceptance by the Griffins validates their special nature in 
the eyes of all. Unfortunately, there are so many aristos running around that 
the Griffins can pick and choose. And they do. You get one chance to prove 
yourself interesting or amusing, and then you’re Out. Zog, King of the 
Pixies, was notorious for continually trying to crash the Griffins’ parties, 
even after it was made clear to him that he was not welcome, and never 
would be, no matter with whom he arrived. 

(He peed on the floor. Apparently where he came from, a servant used to 
follow him around with a bucket. And a mop.) 

Mariah had always had pretensions to taste and style, but unfortunately 
possessed none herself, and so was dependent upon a series of fashion and 
social advisors to help her decide who was In and who was Out, and which 
fads and styles would be followed each Season. But it was Mariah alone 
who enforced these decisions, with a whim of iron. And so the advisors 
shoved and elbowed at each other to get closest to Mariah, and argued every 
point with loud and affected voices, accompanied by large, dramatic 
gestures. Which occasionally degenerated into blows or slapping matches. 
Advisors could make or break a social reputation with a word or a glance, 
and everyone knew it, which was why these poor unfortunates had many 


acquaintances but few real friends. If the truth were known, they were 
probably even more paranoid and insecure than the social climbers who 
hung on their every word. 

In the end Mariah got bored or impatient pretending I wasn’t there and 
abruptly ordered everyone else out of the room. Including Hobbes, still 
lurking by the door. Everyone left, with varying degrees of reluctance, 
bowing and scraping and blowing kisses all the way, until finally the door 
closed behind the last of them, and Mariah Griffin and I were left looking at 
each other. She studied me coolly, trying to decide whether I was someone 
who could be commanded or someone she would have to flatter a little to 
get her way. In the end she smiled sweetly, batted her long eyelashes 
coquettishly, and patted the pink eiderdown beside her. 

“Come here and sit with me, John Taylor. So I can get a proper look at 
you.” 

I walked forward, pulled up a chair, and sat down facing her, careful to 
maintain a safe distance. She pouted at me and eased down the front of her 
nightdress a little more, so I could get a good look at her cleavage. She 
wasn’t upset by my caution. I could see it in her eyes. She always liked it 
better if the prey struggled a little first. Up close her scent was almost 
overpowering, the reek of crushed petals soaked in pure animal musk. 

“IT have some questions,” I said. 

“Well of course you do...John. That is what you private investigators do, 
isn’t it? Interrogate your suspects? I don’t think I’ve ever met a real private 
eye before. So thrilling...” 

“You don’t seem too upset over your grand-daughter’s disappearance,” I 
said, to get things started. 

Mariah shrugged. “She’s simply being a nuisance, as always. 
Sanctimonious little dear. Never happy unless she’s interfering in the way I 
run my life, and upsetting all my plans...This is simply another plea for 
attention. Run away from home, get her grandfather’s undivided interest, 
then turn up safe and sound a few days later, happy and smiling and 
perfectly safe, looking like butter wouldn’t melt in her arse, the little minx. 
And Jeremiah will take her back in as though nothing has happened. She 
always could twist him round her little finger.” 

“You don’t believe she was kidnapped?” 

“Of course not! The security built into this house has kept this family 
safe for centuries. No-one could have got in or out without setting off all 


kinds of hidden alarms, unless someone in the know had deactivated them 
in advance. It’s another of her attention-getting schemes, the stuck-up little 
bitch.” 

“Am I to take it you two don’t get on?” 

Mariah snorted loudly, a very unladylike sound. “My children have 
always been disappointments to me. My grand-children even more so. 
Jeremiah is the only person in the world who has ever mattered to me, the 
only one who ever really cared about me. You don’t know who I was, what 
I used to be, before he found me and made me his wife, and made me 
immortal. Of course you don’t know. No-one does, anymore. I’ve seen to it, 
believe you me. But I remember, and so does he, and I will always love him 
for that.” She realised her voice was getting a bit loud and made a deliberate 
effort to regain her composure. “Melissa’s current whereabouts are a matter 
of complete indifference to me, John.” 

“Even though she stands to inherit the whole family fortune, while you 
and your children get nothing?” 

She smiled at me with her bee-stung lips, red as blood, and studied me 
hungrily with her dark, hooded eyes. “You’re younger than I thought you’d 
be. Even handsome, in a hard-used sort of way. You think I’m beautiful, 
don’t you, John? Of course you do. Everyone does. They have for 
centuries...I will never grow old, John, never lose my looks or vitality. I 
Shall live lifetimes, and always be lovely. That’s what he promised me... 
Say you think I’m beautiful, John. Come closer, and say it to my face. 
Touch me, John. You’ve never felt anything like my skin, young and fresh 
and vital for centuries...” 

My mouth was dry and my hands were trembling. Sex beat on the air 
between us, raw and potent as an elemental force. I didn’t like her, but just 
then, at that moment, I wanted her...I made myself sit very still, and the 
madness quickly passed. Perhaps because Mariah was already losing her 
concentration. When I didn’t immediately weaken, her butterfly mind 
moved on to other matters. 

“Fashions come and go, but I remain, John, forever lovely as a summer’s 
day...That’s the one thing I do miss, you know. Eternal night may be very 
glamorous, but anything can get tiring when it goes on and on without 
changing...It’s been so long since I felt the warmth of sunlight on my face 
and the caress of a passing breeze...” 


She prattled on, and I listened carefully, but I didn’t learn anything 
useful. Mariah had been a shallow creature before Jeremiah made her 
immortal, and centuries of living, if not experience, had done little to 
change that. Perhaps she was incapable of change, frozen the way she was 
when Jeremiah took her out of Time, like an insect trapped in amber. She 
was Queen of Nightside Society, and that was all she cared about. Other 
queens might arise to challenge her grip, but in the end she would always 
win because she was immortal, and they were not. 

She stopped talking abruptly and studied me thoughtfully, as though 
she’d only just remembered I was still there. “So you’re the famous John 
Taylor. One does hear such stories about you...Was your mother really a 
Biblical myth? Did you really save us all from extinction during the recent 
War? They say you could have been king of the Nightside, if you’d 
wanted...Tell me about your glamorous assistants, Razor Eddie, Dead Boy, 
Shotgun Suzie.” 

“Glamorous?” I said, smiling despite myself. “Not quite the word I 
would have chosen.” 

“I’ve read all about you, and them, in the tabloids,” said Mariah. “I live 
for gossip. Except when it’s about me. Some of those reporters can be very 
cruel...I’ve been trying to get Jeremiah to buy up the Night Times, and that 
terrible rag the Unnatural Inquirer, for years, but he’s always got some silly 
answer why he can’t. He doesn’t care what they write about him. He only 
ever reads the financial pages. Wouldn’t know who anyone was in Society 
if I wasn’t there to tell him...” 

“Tell me about your children,” I said, when she made the mistake of 
pausing for breath. “Tell me about William and Eleanor.” 

She pouted again, looking around her for more chocolates and her 
champagne glass, and I had to ask her twice more before she finally 
answered. 

“IT had the twins back in the nineteen twenties, because it was the 
fashion. Absolutely everyone in Society was having babies, and I just 
couldn’t bear to be left out. All my friends assured me childbirth was the 
most divine, transcendent experience...” She snorted loudly. “And 
afterwards, my lovely babies grew up to be such disappointments. I can’t 
think why. I saw to it that they had the very best nannies, the very best 
tutors, and every toy they ever wanted. And I made it a point to spend some 
time with them every weekend, no matter how full my social diary was.” 


“And Jeremiah?” 

“Oh, he was furious at the time. Absolutely livid. Actually raised his 
voice to me, a thing he never does. He never wanted children.” 

“So what happened?” I said. 

“He had me sterilized, so I couldn’t have any more.” Her voice was 
entirely unaffected, matter-of-fact. “I didn’t care. The fashion was past, and 
they weren’t what I’d expected...And I certainly wasn’t going to go 
through all that again...” 

“Didn’t you have any friends, any close friends, who could have helped 
you stand up to Jeremiah?” 

Mariah smiled briefly, and her eyes were suddenly very cold. “I don’t 
have friends, John. Ordinary people don’t matter to me. Or to any of us 
Griffins. Because you see, John, you’re all so short-lived...Like mayflies. 
You come and go so quickly, and you never seem to be around long enough 
to make any real impression, and it doesn’t do to get too fond of those who 
do. They all die...It’s the same with pets. I used to adore my cats, back in 
the old days. But I can’t bear them around me anymore. Or flowers...I had 
the gardens laid out around the Hall back in the seventeen fifties, when 
landscaped gardens were all the rage, but once I had them...I didn’t know 
what to do with them. You can only walk through them so many times...In 
the end I let them run riot, just to see what would happen. I find the jungle 
much more interesting—always changing, always producing something 
new...Jeremiah keeps it going as our last line of defence. Just in case the 
barbarians ever rise up and try to take it all away from us.” She laughed 
briefly. It was an ugly sound. “Let them try! Let them try...No-one takes 
anything that belongs to us!” 

“Someone may have taken your grand-daughter,” I said. 

She gave me a long look from under her heavy eyelashes, and tried her 
seductive smile again. “Tell me, John, how much did my husband offer you 
to find Melissa?” 

“Ten million pounds,” I said, a little hoarsely. I was still getting used to 
the idea. 

“How much more would it take, from me, for you to simply...go 
through the motions and not find her? I could be very generous...And, of 
course, it would be our little secret. Jeremiah would never have to know.” 

“You don’t want her back?” I said. “Your own granddaughter?” 


The smile disappeared, and her eyes were cold, so cold. “She should 
never have been born,” said Mariah Griffin. 


THREE 


All the Lost Children 


explained to Mariah Griffin, carefully and very diplomatically, that I 
Loe accept her kind offer because I only ever work for one client at a 
time. That was when she started throwing things. Basically, anything that 
came to hand. I decided this would probably be a good time to leave and 
retreated rapidly to the door with assorted missiles flying past my head. I 
had to scramble behind me for the door handle, because I didn’t dare take 
my eyes off the increasingly heavy objects coming my way, but I finally got 
the door open and departed with haste, if not dignity. I slammed the door 
shut against the hail of missiles and nodded politely to the waiting Hobbes. 
(First rule of the successful private eye—grace under pressure.) We both 
stood for a while and listened to the sound of weighty objects slamming 
against the other side of the door, then I decided it was time I was 
somewhere else. 

“IT need to talk to the Griffin’s children,” I said to Hobbes, as we walked 
away. “William and Eleanor. Are they both still in residence?” 

“Indeed, sir. The Griffin made it very clear that he wished them to 
remain, along with their respective spouses, on the assumption that you 
would wish to question them. I have taken the liberty of having them wait 
in the Library. I trust this is acceptable.” 

“T’ve always wanted to question a whole bunch of subjects in a Library,” 
I said wistfully. “If only ’d brought my meerschaum and my funny hat...” 

“This way, sir.” 


So back down in the elevator we went, then along more corridors and 
hallways, to the Library. I was so turned around by now I couldn’t have 
pointed to the way out if you’d put a gun to my head. I was seriously 
considering leaving a trail of bread-crumbs behind me, or unreeling a long 
thread. Or carving directional arrows in the polished woodwork. But that 
would have been uncouth, and I hate running out of couth in the middle of a 
case. So I strolled along beside Hobbes, admiring the marvellous works of 
art to every side and quietly hoping he wouldn’t suddenly start asking me to 
identify them. There still weren’t many people about, apart from the 
occasional uniformed servant hurrying past with their head bowed. The 
corridors were so quiet you could have heard a mouse fart. 

“Just how big is this Hall anyway?” I said to Hobbes, as we walked and 
walked. 

“As big as it needs to be, sir. A great man must have a great house. It’s 
expected of him.” 

“Who lived here before the Griffins?” 

“T believe the Griffin had the Hall constructed to his own designs, sir, 
some centuries ago. It’s my understanding he wished to make an 
impression...” 

We came at last to the Library, and Hobbes opened the door and ushered 
me in. I shut the door firmly behind me, keeping Hobbes on the other side. 
The Library was large and old-fashioned, almost defiantly so. All four walls 
were nothing but shelves, packed with heavy bound books that clearly 
hadn’t been published anywhen recent. Comfortable chairs were scattered 
across the deep carpeting, and there was a single long table in the middle of 
the room, complete with extra reading lamps. This had to be the Griffin’s 
room; he came from a time when everyone who was anyone read. Many of 
the books on the shelves looked old enough to be seriously rare and 
expensive. The Griffin probably had every notable text from the past 
several centuries, everything from a Gutenberg Bible to an unexpurgated 
Necronomicon. This last in the original Arabic, of course. Probably marked 
with dog-eared comers, doodles in the margins, and all the best bits heavily 
underlined. 

William and Eleanor Griffin were waiting for me, standing stiffly 
together to present a united front in the face of a common enemy. They 
didn’t strike me as the kind of people who’d spend much time in a Library 


by choice. Their respective spouses stood together in a far corner, observing 
the situation watchfully. I took my time looking the four of them over. The 
longer I kept them waiting, the more likely it was someone would say 
something they hadn’t meant to, just to break the silence. 

William Griffin was tall and muscular, in that self-absorbed body- 
building way. He wore a black leather jacket over a white T-shirt and jeans. 
All of which looked utterly immaculate. Probably because he threw them 
out as soon as they got creased and put on new ones. He wore his blond hair 
close-cropped, had cold blue eyes, his father’s prominent nose, and his 
mother’s pouting mouth. He was doing his best to stand tall and proud, as 
befitted a Griffin, but his face refused to look anything but sullen and sulky. 
After all, his comfortable existence had been turned suddenly upside down, 
first by the revealing of the new will, then by his daughter’s disappearance. 
People of his high station resent the unexpected. Their wealth and power 
are supposed to protect them from such things. 

Eleanor gave every impression of being made of stronger stuff. Even 
though she was wearing an outfit that even Madonna would have turned 
down as too trashy. Hooker chic, with added gaudy. She wore her long 
blonde hair in what were obviously artificial waves, and used heavy 
makeup to disguise only average features. She glared openly at me, as much 
irritated as angry, and chain-smoked all through the interview. She stubbed 
out her butts on the polished surface of the long table and ground them 
under foot into the priceless Persian carpet. I’ll bet she didn’t do that when 
her father was around. 

Over in the far corner, as far away as she could get and still be in the 
same room, William’s wife Gloria, the ex-supermodel, was tall, thin, and so 
black her skin had a bluish sheen. She studied me thoughtfully with dark 
hooded eyes, her high-boned face showing no expression at all under her 
glistening bald skull. She wore a long white satin dress, to contrast with her 
night-dark skin. She had that intense, hungry look all professional models 
cultivate, and she still looked as though she could saunter successfully 
down any catwalk that took her fancy. Although she was standing right 
beside Eleanor’s husband Marcel, her body language made it clear she was 
only standing there because she’d been told to. I don’t think she looked at 
him once. 

Marcel wore a good suit, but from the way it hung off him you could tell 
he was used to dressing more casually. Marcel was casual, in thought, word, 


and deed. You could tell, from the way he stood and the way he looked, and 
from the way he continued to look vague and shifty even when doing 
nothing at all. He gave the impression that he was only there under 
sufferance and couldn’t wait to get back to whatever it was he’d been doing. 
And that he didn’t care who knew it. I don’t think he looked directly at me 
once. He was handsome enough, in a weak and unfinished sort of way and, 
like Gloria, remained silent because he’d been told to. 

I looked from Walker to Eleanor and back again, letting the tension 
build. I was in no hurry. 

I knew all about the Griffin children and their many marriages. 
Everyone in the Nightside did. The gossip magazines couldn’t get enough 
of them and their various doings. I have been known to read the tabloids, on 
occasion, because they make the perfect light reading on long stakeouts. 
Because they don’t take up too much of my attention, and you can hide 
behind them when necessary. Which means I end up knowing a hell of a lot 
about people who otherwise wouldn’t interest me in the slightest. I knew, 
for example, that Gloria was William’s seventh wife, and that Marcel was 
Eleanor’s fourth husband. And that all Griffin spouses were immortal, too, 
but only as long as they remained married to a Griffin. 

In fairness, Gloria and Marcel had lasted longer than most. 

“T know you,” William said to me finally, trying to sound tough and 
aggressive but not quite pulling it off. (Though it was probably good 
enough for most of the people he had to deal with.) “John Taylor, the 
Nightside’s premiere private eye...Just another damned snoop, searching 
through the garbage of other people’s lives. Muckraker and troublemaker. 
Don’t tell him anything, Eleanor.” 

“T wasn’t going to, you idiot.” Eleanor shot a glare at her brother that 
reduced him immediately to sulky silence again, then she turned the full 
force of her cold glare on me. I did my best to bear up under it. “You’re not 
welcome here, Mr. Taylor. None of us have anything to say to you.” 

“Your father thinks otherwise,” I said calmly. “In fact, he’s paying me a 
hell of a lot of money to be here, and I have his personal authority to ask 
you any damned thing I feel like. And what Daddy wants, Daddy gets. Am I 
right?” 

They both stared back at me defiantly. Any answers I got out of these 
two would not come easily or directly. 


“Why are you both here?” I said, because you have to start somewhere. 
“T mean, in residence at the Hall as opposed to your own houses, out in the 
Nightside? That’s...unusual, isn’t it?” 

More silence. I sighed heavily. “Am I going to have to send Hobbes off 
to bring your father here to spank the pair of you?” 

“We’re here because of this nonsense about a new will,” said Eleanor. 
That was all she meant to say, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave it at 
that, not when she had so much spleen to vent and a ready listener at hand. 
“T can’t believe he’s prepared to disinherit us all, after all this time! He just 
can’t! And certainly not in favour of that holier-than-thou little cow, 
Melissa! She’s only gone missing because she knows what I’Il do to her 
when I get my hands on her! She’s poisoned our father’s mind against us.” 

William snorted loudly. “Changing his will at this late stage? The old 
man’s finally going senile.” 

“Tf only it were that simple,” said Eleanor, inhaling half her cigarette in 
one go. “No, he’s up to something. He’s always up to something...” 

“What was Melissa’s state of mind, before she...went missing?” I said. 
“What did she have to say about the provisions of the new will?” 

“Wouldn’t know,” William said shortly. “She wasn’t talking to me. Or 
Gloria. Locked herself away in her room and wouldn’t come out. Just like 
Paul.” 

“You leave my Paul out of this!” Eleanor said immediately. “There’s 
nothing wrong with him. He’s just...sensitive.” 

“Yeah,” William growled. “He’s sensitive, all right...” 

“And what do you mean by that?” said Eleanor, rounding on her brother 
with the light of battle rising in her eyes. 

I knew an old argument when I saw one and moved quickly to intervene. 
“What are you two planning to do about the new will?” 

“Contest it, of course!” Eleanor snapped, turning her glare back on me. 
“Fight it, with every weapon at our disposal.” 

“Even kidnapping?” I said. 

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Eleanor did her best to look down her nose at me, 
even though I was a few inches taller. “Daddy Dearest would have us both 
whipped within an inch of our lives if we so much as looked nastily at his 
precious grand-daughter. He’s always been soft on her. William wasn’t even 
allowed to chastise her as a child. If he had, she might not have grown up 
into such a contrary little bitch.” 


“T say, steady on, Eleanor,” said William, but she talked right over him. I 
got the impression that happened a lot. 

“Melissa hasn’t been kidnapped. She’s hiding out, hoping the storm will 
blow over. Well it won’t! Ill see to that. What’s mine is mine, and no-one 
takes what’s mine. Especially not my sweet, smiling, treacherous niece!” 

“Assume,” I said, “for the sake of argument and because I’|l hit you if 
you don’t, that Melissa really has been kidnapped. Who do you think might 
be behind it? Does your father have any serious enemies, or any recent ones 
who might choose to strike back at him through his grand-daughter?” 

William snorted loudly again, and even Eleanor managed a small smile 
as she ground out her cigarette on the tabletop, scarring the polished 
surface. 

“Our father has enemies like a dog has fleas,” said William. “He collects 
them, nurtures them.” 

“Sometimes I think he goes out of his way to make new ones,” said 
Eleanor, lighting another cigarette with a monogrammed gold Zippo lighter. 
“Just to put some spice into his life. Nothing puts a spring in his step and a 
gleam in his eye like a new enemy to do down, and destroy.” 

“Any names in particular you’d care to throw into the pot?” I said. 

“Well, the Authorities, of course,” said William. 

“Because they wouldn’t let Daddy become a member of their private 
little club. Never did know why. You’d have thought they’d be perfect for 
each other. After all, they ran the Nightside, and he owned most of it. But of 
course, they’re all dead now...” 

“I know,” I said. “I was there.” 

Everyone in the Library looked at me sharply. Perhaps realising for the 
first time that some of the many scary things they’d heard about me might 
be true. And that not answering my questions might not be a good idea, 
after all. I have a bad reputation in the Nightside, and I’ve put a lot of work 
into maintaining it. Makes my life so much easier. Though I haven’t killed 
nearly as many people as everyone thinks. 

“Well,” said William, a little uneasily, “I suppose Walker is our father’s 
main enemy now, inasmuch as anyone is. He’s running things in the 
Authority’s absence, inasmuch as anyone does.” 

I nodded thoughtfully. Of course, Walker. That quiet, calm, and very 
civilised city gent who’d spent most of his life doing the Authorities’ dirty 
work. He could call on armies to back him up, or calm a riot with a single 


thoughtful look, and his every word and whim was law. When he used his 
Voice, no-one could deny him. They say he once made a corpse sit up on its 
mortuary slab and answer his questions. Walker had a history of being 
willing to do whatever it took to get the job done. And he wasn’t afraid of 
anyone. 

We had worked together in the past, on occasion. But we were never 
what you’d call close. We didn’t approve of each other’s methods. 

“Anyone else?” I said. 

“You can add the name of anyone who’s ever done business with our 
father,” said Eleanor, tapping ash onto the priceless carpet, genuinely 
without thinking about it. “No-one ever shook hands with Daddy and 
walked away with all their fingers.” 

“But none of them would have the balls to threaten him,” said William. 
“They might talk tough through their lawyers, but not one of them would 
dare strike at him directly. They know what he’s capable of. Remember 
Hilly Divine? Thought he could muscle Daddy out of his district by sending 
an army of mercenaries to storm the Hall?” 

“What happened?” I said. 

William smirked. “The jungle ate the mercenaries. And Daddy ate Hilly 
Divine. Over a period of months, I understand, bit by bit. Of course, that 
was back before we were born. He might have mellowed since then.” 

“There are those who say some part of Hilly Divine is still alive, in some 
hidden dungeon under the Hall,” Eleanor said dreamily. “That Daddy still 
keeps him around, for special occasions. When he wants to serve something 
special at a celebratory banquet.” 

“Never touch the finger snacks,” said William, still smirking. “Daddy’s 
had a lot of his enemies disappear...” 

“Everyone’s afraid of our father,” Eleanor said shortly. 

“No-one would dare touch Melissa because they know what he’d do in 
retaliation. Everyone in the Nightside bends the knee and bows the neck to 
Daddy Dearest because of what he could do and has done in the past.” 

“T don’t,” I said. 

Eleanor looked at me pityingly. “You’re here, aren’t you? You came 
when he called.” 

“Not because I was frightened,” I said. 

“No,” said Eleanor, studying me thoughtfully. “Maybe you aren’t, at 
that.” She seemed to find the prospect intriguing. 


I looked at William. “Tell me about Melissa. How you feel about her. 
You don’t seem too upset about her being missing.” 

“We’re not close,” said William, scowling heavily. 

“Never have been. Daddy saw to that. Insisting she be brought up here, 
under his roof, ever since she was a baby, instead of with me and Gloria. 
For security reasons. Yeah, right. She would have been perfectly safe with 
us. But no, it had to be his way, like always. He wanted to be sure we 
wouldn’t turn her against him. He always has to be in control, of everything 
and everyone.” 

“Even family?” I said. 

“Family most of all,” said Eleanor. 

“You could have stood up to your father,” I said to William. 

It was his turn to look at me pityingly. “You don’t say no to Jeremiah 
Griffin. I don’t know why he was so keen to raise her himself,” said 
William. “It’s not as if he did such a great job raising us.” 

“So you let him take your children,” I said. “Melissa, and Paul.” 

“We had no choice!” said Eleanor, but all of a sudden she seemed too 
tired to be properly angry. She looked at the cigarette in her hand as though 
she had no idea what it was. “You have no idea what it’s like to have the 
Griffin as your father.” 

“T might have made a mess of things,” said William, “but I would have 
liked to try and raise Melissa myself. Gloria didn’t care, but then Gloria’s 
never really been mommy material, have you, dear? I went along with 
Daddy because...well, because everyone does. He’s just...too big. You 
can’t argue with him because he’s always got an answer. You can’t argue 
with a man who’s lived lifetimes, because he’s always seen everything 
before, done everything before. I sometimes wonder what kind of a man I 
might have been if I’d had the good fortune to be born some other man’s 
son.” 

“Not immortal,” I said. 

“There is that, yes,” said William. “There’s always that.” 

I liked him a little better for what he’d just said, but I still had to ask the 
next question. “Why did you wait until your seventh marriage to have 
children?” 

His face hardened immediately, and suddenly I was the enemy again, to 
be defied at all costs. “None of your damned business.” 


I looked at Eleanor, but she glared coldly back at me. I’d touched 
something in them, for a moment, but the moment had passed. So I looked 
at Gloria and Marcel, over in their far corner. 

“Do either of you have anything to say?” 

Gloria and Marcel looked at their respective spouses and shook their 
heads. They had nothing to say. Which was pretty much what I’d expected. 


I left the four of them in the Library, shut the door carefully behind me, and 
turned to Hobbes. “There’s still one member of the family I haven’t seen. 
Paul Griffin.” 

“Master Paul never sees anyone,” Hobbes said gravely. “But you can 
talk to him, if you wish.” 

“You’re really getting on my tits, Hobbes.” 

“All part of the service, sir. Master Paul rarely leaves his bedroom, these 
days. Those troublesome teenage years...He communicates occasionally 
through the house telephone, and the servants leave his meals outside his 
door. You can try talking to him through the door. He might respond to a 
new voice.” 

So back down the corridors to the elevator, and up to the top floor again. 
I hadn’t done so much walking in years. If I had to come back to the Hall 
again, I’d bring a bicycle with me. We ended up before another closed 
bedroom door. I knocked, very politely. 

“This is John Taylor, Paul,” I said, in my best non-threatening I’m only 
here to help voice. “Can I talk to you, Paul?” 

“You can’t come in!” said a high-pitched, almost shrill teenage voice. 
“The door’s locked! And protected!” 

“Tt’s all right, Paul,” I said quickly. “I just want to talk. About Melissa’s 
disappearance.” 

“She was taken,” said Paul. He sounded as though he was right on the 
other side of the door. He didn’t sound...troubled, or sensitive. He sounded 
scared. 

“They came and took her away, and no-one could stop them. She’s 
probably dead by now. They’ll come for me next. You’ll see! But they’ll 
never find me...because I won’t be here.” 

“Who are they, Paul?” I said. “Who do you think took Melissa? Who do 
you think is coming for you?” 


But he wouldn’t say anything. I could hear him breathing harshly on the 
other side of the door. He might have been crying. 

“Paul, listen to me. I’m John Taylor, and almost as many people are 
scared of me as are scared of your grandfather. I can protect you...but I 
need to know who from. Just give me a name, Paul, and I’ll make them 
leave you alone. Paul? I can protect you...” 

He laughed then, a low, small, and terribly hopeless sound. No-one that 
young should ever have to make a sound like that. I tried to talk to him 
some more, but he wouldn’t answer. He might still have been on the other 
side of the door, or he might not. In the end I looked at Hobbes, and he 
shook his head, his grave face as unreadable as ever. 

“Has Paul seen a doctor?” I asked quietly. 

“Oh, several, sir. The Griffin insisted. All kinds of doctors, in fact. But 
they all agreed there was nothing wrong with Master Paul, or at least, 
nothing they could treat. Miss Melissa was the only one he would talk to, 
lately. Now that she’s gone...I don’t know what will become of Master 
Paul.” 

I didn’t like to leave Paul like that, but I didn’t see what else I could do. 
Short of kicking the door in, dragging him out of the Hall by force, and 
hiding him in one of my safe houses. Even if the Griffin had been willing to 
go along with it, which I rather doubt. In the end I walked away and left 
Paul alone, in his locked and protected bedroom. I like to think I could have 
helped him if he’d have let me. But he didn’t. 


Hobbes escorted me back to the front door and made sure I had my 
briefcase with me when I left. As if there was any way I was going to forget 
one million pounds in cash. 

“Well, Hobbes,” I said. “It’s been an interesting if not particularly 
informative visit. You can tell the Griffin I’l1l make regular reports, when I 
have anything useful to tell him. Assuming the jungle doesn’t attack my car 
again on the way out.” 

Hobbes went so far as to raise a single eyebrow again. “The jungle 
attacked you, sir? That should not have happened. All authorised visitors 
are assured safe passage on their journey up the hill to the Hall. It’s part of 
the security package.” 

“Unless someone didn’t want me here.” I said. 


“T’m sure you get that all the time, sir,” said Hobbes. And he shut the 
door in my face. 


FOUR 


Where Everybody Knows Your Name 


ottom line, I had a victim who might or might not be missing, and a 

family who might or might not want her found. And Somebody very 
powerful had blocked off my gift for finding things. Some cases you just 
know aren’t going to go well. I got back into Dead Boy’s futuristic car, and 
it drove me back down the hill. And as we glided smoothly through the 
brooding primeval jungle, the plants all drew back from the side of the road 
to give us more room. Nothing and no-one bothered us all the way back 
down the hill, and soon enough we passed through the great iron gates and 
back out into the Nightside proper. 

The car bullied its way into the never-ending stream of traffic, and I sat 
thinking and scowling as it carried me smoothly back into the dark heart of 
the Nightside. One of the first hard lessons you learn in life is never to 
interfere in family arguments. No matter which side or position you take 
you can’t win, because family arguments are never about facts or reason; 
they’re about emotion and history. Who said what thirty years ago and who 
got the biggest slice of cake at a birthday party. Old slights and older 
grudges. It’s always the little things that really haunt people; the things no- 
one else remembers. 

The Griffins were held together by power and position, and precious 
little love that I could see. And anyone who’d lived as long as they had had 
to have accumulated more than their fair share of grudges and nursed 
resentments. I felt sorry for the grand-children, Melissa and Paul. Hard 


enough to be born into such a divided family without having grandparents 
who’d already lived lifetimes. Talk about a generations gap...Why was the 
Griffin so keen to raise his grand-children himself? What did he hope to 
make of them that he hadn’t managed with his children? Had he succeeded 
with Melissa? Was that why he changed his will in her favour? 

I might have a photo of her, but I still didn’t have a clear picture of who 
she was. 

So many questions and not an answer in sight. Luckily, when you’re 
looking for answers, the oldest bar in the world is a good place to start. You 
can find the answers to almost anything at Strange-fellows; though noone 
guarantees you'll like what you hear. 

I looked vaguely out the window at the traffic passing by. The road was 
crammed full with all the usual weird and wonderful vehicles that speed 
endlessly through the Nightside, and every one of them was careful not to 
get too close to Dead Boy’s car. It had really vicious built-in defences, and a 
very low boredom threshold. There were taxis that ran on virgin’s blood and 
ambulances that ran on distilled suffering. Things that looked like cars but 
weren’t, and were always hungry, and motorcycle couriers that had stopped 
being human long ago. Trucks carrying unthinkable loads to appalling 
destinations, and small anonymous delivery vans, carrying the kind of 
goods that no-one is supposed to want but far too many do. Business as 
usual, in the Nightside. 

The car took me straight to the Necropolis, where its owner was waiting 
for it. The Necropolis is the Nightside’s only authorised cemetery, where 
rest in peace isn’t a platitude, it’s enforced by law. When the Necropolis 
plants you, you stay planted. Dead Boy was currently working there as a 
security guard, keeping the grave-robbers and necromancers out and the 
dearly departed in. (There’s always someone planning an escape.) 

Dead Boy was mugged and murdered in the Nightside many years ago 
and came back from the dead to avenge his murder. He made a deal, though 
he’s never said with whom. Either way, he should have read the small print 
in his contract, because now he can’t die. He just goes on and on, a trapped 
spirit possessing his own dead body. We’ve worked a couple of cases 
together. He’s very useful for hiding behind when the bullets start flying. I 
suppose we’re friends. It’s hard to tell—the dead have different emotions 
from the living. 


I left the car parked outside the Necropolis and walked away. It could 
look after itself until Dead Boy came to claim it at the end of his shift, and I 
had things I needed to be doing. I strolled along the dark neonlit streets, 
past sleazy clubs and the more dangerous, members-only establishments, 
and my reputation went ahead of me, clearing the way. There was still a lot 
of rebuilding going on, aftermath of the Lilith War. The good guys won, but 
only just. At least most of the dead had been cleared away now, though it 
took weeks. The Necropolis furnaces ran full-time, and a lot of restaurants 
boasted a Soylent Green special on their menus, for the more discerning 
palates. 

The streets seemed as crowded as ever, teeming with people busy 
searching for their own personal heavens and hells, for all the knowledge, 
pleasures, and satisfactions that can only be found in the darkest parts of the 
Nightside. You can find anything here if it doesn’t find you first. 

Buyer beware... 


I made my way to my usual drinking haunt, Strangefellows, the kind of 
place that should be shut down by the spiritual health board. It’s where the 
really wild things go to drink and carouse, and try to forget the pressures of 
the night that never ends. The bar where it’s always three o’clock in the 
morning, and there’s never ever been a happy hour. I clattered down the 
bare metal steps into the great sunken stone pit and headed for the long, 
wooden bar at the far end. I winced as I realised the background music was 
currently playing a medley of the Carpenters’ Greatest Hits. Music to gouge 
out your eyeballs to. Alex Morrisey, the bar’s owner, bartender, and 
miserable pain in the neck, must be in one of his moods again. 

(Last time I was in, he was playing the Prodigy’s “Smack My Bitch Up,” 
with the lyrics changed to “Suck My Kneecaps.” I didn’t ask.) 

All the usual unusual suspects were taking their ease at the scattered 
tables and chairs, while half a dozen members of the SAS circulated among 
them, soliciting donations with menaces. The Salvation Army Sisterhood 
was on the prowl again, and if you didn’t cough up fast enough and 
generously enough, out would come the specially blessed silver knuckle- 
dusters. The SAS are hard-core Christian terrorists. Save them all, and let 
God sort them out. No compromise in defence of Mother Church. They 
burn down Satanist churches, perform exorcisms on politicians, and they 
once crucified a street mime. Upside down. And then they set fire to him. A 


lot of people applauded. The Sisterhood wear strict old-fashioned nun’s 
habits, steel-toed kicking boots, and really powerful hand guns, holstered 
openly on each hip. They’ve been banned and condemned by every official 
branch of the Christian Church, but word is they’ve all been known to hire 
the SAS on occasion, on the quiet, when all other methods have been tried, 
and failed. The Salvation Army Sisterhood gets results, even if you have to 
look away and block your ears while they’re doing it. 

We sin to put an end to sinning, they say. 

One of the Sisterhood recognised me and quickly alerted the others. 
They gathered together and glared at me as I passed. I smiled politely, and 
one of them made the sign of the cross. Another made the sign of the 
seriously pissed off, then they all left. Perhaps to pray for the state of my 
soul or to see if there was a new bounty on my head. 

I finally reached the bar, unbuttoned my trench coat, and sank gratefully 
down onto the nearest barstool. I nodded to Alex Morrisey, who was 
already approaching with my usual—a glass of real Coke. He was dressed 
all in black, right down to the designer shades and the snazzy French beret 
he wears to hide his spreading bald patch. He slammed my glass down onto 
a coaster bearing the legend of a local brewery; SHOGGOTH’s OLD AND 
VERY PECULIAR. 

“T’m impressed, Taylor, you actually scared off the SAS, and I once saw 
them skin and eat a werewolf.” 

“Tt’s a gift,” I said easily. 

I rolled the Coke round in my glass to release the bouquet, and savoured 
it for a moment before looking casually round the bar, checking who was in, 
and who might be useful. Count Dracula was sitting at the end of the bar, a 
ratty-faced dry old stick in a grubby tuxedo and an opera cloak that had 
seen better days. He was drinking his usual Type O Negative and talking 
aloud to himself, also as usual. After all these years he doesn’t have much 
of an accent anymore but he puts it on for the personal appearances. 

“Stinking agent keeps me so busy these days, I never have any time for 
myself. It’s all chat shows, and signings, and plug your new book...Posing 
with up and coming Goth Rock bands, and endorsing a new kind of vacuum 
cleaner...I have become a joke! I used to have my own Castle, until the 
Communists took it over... used to have my vampire brides, but now I 
only hear from them when the alimony cheque is late. They’re bleeding me 
dry! You know who my agent booked to support me on my last personal 


appearance? The Transylvanian Terpsichorean Transvestites! Twenty-two 
tarted-up nos-feratu tap-dancing along to “I’m Such a Silly When the Moon 
Comes Out.” The things you see when you haven’t got a stake handy... 
could have died! Again. I tell you, some night you just shouldn’t get out of 
your coffin.” 

Not far away, half-spilling out of a private booth and ostentatiously 
ignoring the old vampire, was The Thing That Walked Like An It. Star of a 
dozen monster movies back in the fifties, it was now reduced to signing 
photos of itself at memorabilia conventions. There’d been a whole bunch of 
them in the week before, reminiscing about all the cities they’d terrorized in 
their prime. Now, if it wasn’t for nostalgia, no-one would remember them at 
all. 

(The Big Green Lizard was banned from the convention circuit because 
of his refusal to wear a diaper after the “radioactive dump” incident.) 

A couple of Morlocks bellied up to the bar, and made a nuisance of 
themselves by being very specific about the kind of finger snacks they 
wanted. Alex yelled for his muscle-bound bouncers, and Betty and Lucy 
Coltrane stopped flexing at each other long enough to come over and beat 
the crap out of the Morlocks before throwing them out on their misshapen 
ears. There’s a limit to what Alex will put up with, even when he’s in the 
best of moods, which isn’t often. In fact, most days you can get thrown out 
for politely indicating you haven’t been given the right change. I realised 
Alex was still hovering, so I looked at him enquiringly. 

“T’m offering a special on Angel’s Urine,” he said hopefully. “Demand’s 
gone right off ever since word got out it wasn’t a trade name after all, but 
more of a warning...And I’ve got some Pork Scratchings in, freshly grated. 
Or those Pork Balls you like.” 

I shook my head. “I’ve gone off the Pork Balls. They’re nice enough, 
but you only get two in a packet.” 

“Hell,” said Alex, “you only get two on a pig.” 

Behind the bar, a statue of Elvis in his white jump-suit was weeping 
bloody tears. A clock’s hands were going in opposite directions, and a small 
television set was showing broadcasts from Hell, with the sound turned 
down. A mangy vulture on a perch was gnawing enthusiastically at 
something that looked disturbingly fresh. The vulture caught me watching 
and gave me a long, thoughtful look. 

“Behave yourself, Agatha,” said Alex. 


“Agatha,” I said thoughtfully. “Isn’t that the name of your ex-wife? How 
is the old girl these days?” 

“She’s very good to me,” said Alex. “She never visits. Though she’s late 
with the alimony cheque again. Jonathon, leave the duck alone! I won’t tell 
you again! And no, I don’t want the orange back.” 

“Place seems pretty crowded tonight,” I said. 

“We’ve got a very popular new cabaret act,” Alex said proudly. “Hang 
about while I announce him.” He raised his voice. “Listen up, scumbags! 
It’s cabaret time, presenting once again that exceptional artiste, Mr. 
Explodo! Your own, your very own, and I wish you’d take him with you 
because he disturbs the crap out of me, yes; it’s Suicide Jones!” 

A very ordinary-looking man stepped bashfully out onto a small spotlit 
stage, waved cheerfully to the wildly applauding audience, then exploded 
into bloody gobbets. Messiest thing I’d seen in ages. The crowed roared 
their approval, clapping and stamping their feet. As cabaret acts went, it 
was impressive enough if a bit brief. I looked at Alex. 

“Tt’s not the blowing himself up that’s the act,” Alex explained. “It’s the 
way he pulls all the little bits of himself back together again afterwards.” 

“You mean he blows himself up over and over again?” I said. 

“Every night, and twice on Saturdays. It’s a living, I suppose.” 

“Speaking of which,” I said, “why are you still here, Alex? You always 
said you only stayed because Merlin’s geas bound you and your line to this 
bar in perpetuity. But now he’s finally dead and gone, thanks to Lilith, 
what’s holding you here?” 

“Where else would I go?” said Alex, his voice flat and almost without 
emotion. “What else could I do? This is what I know and what I do. And 
besides, where else would I get the opportunity to upset, insult, and 
terrorize so many people on a regular basis? Running this bar has spoilt me 
for anywhere else. This...is my life. Dammit.” 

“How has Merlin’s disappearance affected things here?” 

“Will you keep your voice down! I haven’t told anyone, and I’m not 
about to. If certain people, and certain other forces not at all people, knew 
for certain that this bar was no longer protected by Merlin’s magics, they’d 
be hitting it with everything from Biblical plagues to the Four Horsemen of 
the Apocalypse.” 

“Tt’s your own fault for short-changing people.” 


“Let us change the subject. I hear you and Suzie Shooter are shacking up 
together now. I can honestly say I never saw that one coming. How is 
everyone’s favourite psychopathic gun nut?” 

“Oh, still killing people,” I said. “She’s off chasing down a bounty, out 
on the Borderlands. She’s got a birthday coming up soon; maybe I’ll buy 
her that backpack nuke she’s been hinting about.” 

“T wish I thought you were joking.” Alex regarded me thoughtfully. 
“How’s everything...working out?” 

“We’re taking it one day at a time,” I said. My tum to change the 
subject. “I need to talk to someone who can tell me all about the Griffin and 
his family. Very definitely including all the things people like us aren’t 
supposed to know about. Anyone in tonight who might fit the bill?” 

“You’re in luck, sort of,” said Alex. “See that smartly dressed gentleman 
sitting at the table in the far corner, trying to charm someone else into 
buying him a drink? Well, that is no gentleman, that is a reporter. Name’s 
Harry Fabulous. Currently working as a stringer for the Nightside’s very 
own scurrilous tabloid, the Unnatural Inquirer. All the news that can be 
made to fit. He knows everything, even if most of it probably isn’t true.” 

I nodded. I knew Harry. I caught his eye and gestured for him to come 
over and join me. He smiled cheerfully and sauntered up to the bar. Oh yes, 
I knew all about Harry Fabulous. Handsome, charming, and always 
expressively dressed, Harry was a snake in wolf’s clothing. There was a 
time when Harry was the Nightside’s premiere Go To man, for everything 
that’s bad for you. And then he got religion the hard way, through a 
personal encounter he still won’t talk about, and decided to become an 
investigative journalist for the good of his soul. I think the idea was to 
expose corruption and bring down evil in high places, but unfortunately, the 
only place that was hiring was...the Unnatural Inquirer. Which doesn’t so 
much expose corruption as wallow in it. Still, we all have to start 
somewhere. Harry says he’s working his way up. He’d have a hard job 
working his way down. 

“Hello there, John,” said Harry Fabulous, showing off the perfect teeth 
in his perfect smile. He grabbed my hand and shook it just that little bit too 
familiarly. “What can I do for you? I’ve got a line on some genuine Martian 
red weed, if you’re interested. A very cool smoke, or so I’m told...” 

“If you say it’s out of the world, you will receive a short but painful visit 
from the slap fairy,” I said sternly. You have to keep Harry in his place or he 


takes advantage. “I thought you were out of that line of business?” 

“Oh, I am, I am! But one does hear things...” 

“Good,” I said. “What are you working on at the moment, Harry?” 

“T’m chasing down a rumour that the Walking Man has entered the 
Nightside,” said Harry, trying hard to sound casual. 

“There have always been rumours,” said Alex. “Your paper pays for 
sightings, but all it ever runs are friend of a friend stories and blurry photos 
that could be anyone.” 

“This looks like the real thing,” said Harry, absolutely radiating 
sincerity. “The wrath of God in the world of men, sent among us to punish 
the guilty. And he’s finally come to the Nightside! Which is a scary 
prospect for...well, pretty much everyone in the Nightside. A lot of people 
have disappeared from sight, no doubt hiding under their beds and 
whimpering until he’s gone again. If I could get an interview...” 

“He’d shoot you on sight, Harry, and you know it.” 

“Tf the job was easy, everybody would be doing it.” Harry considered me 
thoughtfully. “So, you and Suzie Shooter are an item now? You’re a braver 
man than I gave you credit for.” 

“Does everyone know?” I said. 

“You’re news!” said Harry. “The two most dangerous individuals in the 
Nightside getting it on together! Talk about a celebrity couple. The man 
who saved the Nightside during the Lilith War, and Suzie Shooter, also 
known as Shotgun Suzie, and Oh Hell, Just Shoot Yourself in the Head and 
Get It Over With. My editor would pay out some serious money for an 
exclusive about your living arrangements.” 

“Not interested,” I said. 

“But...everyone is fascinated! Enquiring minds have a right to know!” 

“No they don’t,” I said firmly. “That’s why Suzie has been knee-capping 
paparazzi, and laying down man-traps outside the house. But I’ll tell you 
what, Harry, you help me with a case I’m working on, and I’ll tell you 
something about Suzie that no-one else knows. Interested?” 

“Of course! What do you want to know?” 

“Tell me about the Griffin and his family. Not just the history, but the 
gossip as well. Starting with how he became immortal in the first place, if 
you know.” 

“That’s all you want?” said Harry Fabulous. “Easy peasy!” He started to 
give me a Superior smile, then remembered who he was talking to. “It’s not 


exactly secret how Jeremiah Griffin became immortal. It’s just that most 
people don’t talk about it if they know what’s good for them. Basically, 
some centuries ago the Griffin made a deal with the Devil. Immortality, in 
return for his soul. The Griffin thought he’d made a good deal; because if 
he never dies, how can the Devil ever claim his soul? But, as always there 
was a Clause in the contract; Jeremiah could pass on his immortality to his 
wife, and even to his children, and their spouses...but not to his grand- 
children. Should a Griffin grand-child ever reach society’s definition of 
adulthood, then the Griffin’s immortality is immediately forfeit, and the 
Devil would come to claim him and drag him down to Hell.” 

“What about the rest of the family?” I said. “Would they lose their 
immortality, too? And their souls?” 

“Unknown,” said Harry. 

“So how did the Griffin end up with two teenage grand-children?” 

Harry smirked. “Jeremiah never intended to have any children, let alone 
grand-children. Word is he took extraordinary precautions to prevent it, 
including condoms with so many built-in protections they glowed in the 
dark. But there never was a husband whose wife couldn’t out-think him in 
that department, and once Mariah was actually pregnant with twins, the 
Griffin reluctantly went along with it. Though he’s supposed to have taken 
steps to ensure there wouldn’t be any more.” 

“He had her sterilized,” I said. “Mariah told me.” 

“You got that straight from the woman herself?” said Harry. “Now that I 
can use! That’s a genuine exclusive...Anyway, after the two children had 
grown up, it didn’t take them that long to decide they wanted children of 
their own rather more than they wanted dear old Dad around forever. Both 
Melissa and Paul were planned, conceived, and born in strict secrecy, only a 
few weeks apart, then presented to Jeremiah as a fait accompli. Word is he 
went mad, threatened to kill both his children and the grand-children, but 
somehow...he didn’t. Ever since, everyone’s been waiting for the other 
shoe to drop. But the grand-children grew up unharmed, even indulged... 
and a little weird. I suppose living with the constant threat of death hanging 
over you will do that. Because let’s face it, it’s either them or him, and he’s 
got a hell of a lot more to lose... When word got out that he’d made a new 
will, leaving everything to Melissa, you could hear jaws dropping all over 
the Nightside.” 

“Hold it,” I said. “You know about the new will?” 


“Damn, John, everyone knows! It’s the hottest piece of news in years! 
The information spread across the Nightside faster than a road runner with a 
rocket up its arse. Absolutely no-one saw that coming. The Griffin prepared 
to die at last, and leave everything to quiet, mousy, little Melissa? All the 
other Griffins disinherited, at a stroke? A lot of people still don’t believe it. 
They think the Griffin’s running another of his horribly complicated and 
very nasty schemes, where everyone gets the shaft except the Griffin. That 
man never gave away anything that was his in the whole of his over- 
extended life.” 

“Except his soul,” I said. 

Harry shrugged. “Maybe this is all part of a plan to get it back. There are 
rumours...that the Griffin is responsible for Melissa’s disappearance. That 
he’s already had Melissa killed and only set up the new will as a smoke 
screen.” 

“Not with what he’s paying me to find her,” I said. 

“Oh, Alex, before I forget. Look after this for me, will you? Ill pick it 
up later.” 

And I handed over my briefcase full of a million pounds to Alex. He 
grunted at the weight as he accepted it and stowed it out of sight behind the 
bar. He’d held things for me before and never asked questions. I think he 
saw them as surety against me paying my bar bill. He scowled at me. 

“Tt’s not your dirty laundry again, is it, Taylor? I swear some of your 
socks could walk to the laundrette on their own.” 

“Just a few explosives I said I’d look after for a friend,” I said blithely. 
“T wouldn’t let anyone get too near it if I were you.” I turned back to Harry. 
“If Melissa really was kidnapped...who would you put in the frame as 
likely suspects?” 

“T think better with a drink in me,” Harry suggested. 

“Get on with it,” I hinted. 

“Oh come on, John, all this talking is thirsty business...” 

“All right,” I said. I looked at Alex. “Get this man a glass of Angel’s 
Urine, and a bag of Pork Balls. Now talk, Harry.” 

“When it comes to the Griffin’s enemies, I’m spoilt for choice,” said 
Harry. “I suppose you’d have to include the Jasper Twins, Big Max the 
Voodoo Apostate, Grievous Bodily Charm, and the Lady Damnation. If 
they all ever end up in the same room at the same time, it’s probably a sign 
of the Apocalypse. Any one of them could be a contender for Number One 


Scumbag in the Nightside, if the Griffin ever does actually pop his clogs. 
But I still wouldn’t rule out the Griffin as your main suspect. That man is 
more devious than you imagine. In fact, he’s more devious than you can 
imagine. Living as a complete bastard for centuries will do that to you.” 

“Melissa will be eighteen in a matter of hours,” I said. 

“Legal age of adulthood. If I don’t find her before then and take her back 
to Griffin Hall to sign some documents to validate the new will, then 
Mariah and the others will become legal inheritors again. Which gives them 
one hell of a motive.” 

“Tf you take her back to her grandfather,” said Alex, putting a glass anda 
bag in front of Harry, “he’ll probably kill her right in front of you, to 
safeguard his soul. That could be why he hired you. Maybe...someone 
kidnapped her to save her from him.” 

“Tf Philip Marlowe had had to deal with cases like mine, he’d have given 
it all up and become a plumber,” I growled. “There are far too many 
questions in this case and nowhere near enough hard facts.” I glared at 
Harry just because he was there. “How old is Jeremiah Griffin? Does 
anyone know for sure?” 

“If they do, they’re smart enough to keep very quiet about it,” said 
Harry. He sipped his drink and made a surprised noise. “The best guess is 
several centuries. There are records of the Griffin’s presence in the 
Nightside all the way back to the thirteenth century, but before that the 
records for everyone get spotty. Chaucer mentions him in the unexpurgated 
text of The Canterbury Tales, if that’s any help.” 

“Not really,” I said. “Look, the Nightside has immortals like a dog has 
fleas, and that’s not even including the Beings on the Street of the Gods. 
There must be someone or something still around who was there when the 
Griffin first appeared on the scene.” 

“Well, there’s Shock-Headed Peter, the Lord of Thorns, Kid Cthulhu, 
and of course Old Father Time himself. But again, if they know anything, 
they’ve gone to great pains to keep quiet about it. The Griffin is a powerful 
man, and he has a very long reach.” 

“All right,” I said. “Tell me about his business. I mean, I know he’s rich 
and owns everything that isn’t nailed down, but how, precisely?” 

“The man is very very rich,” said Harry. “Centuries of continued effort 
and the wonders of accumulated compound interest will do that. Whoever 
does eventually take over the Griffin family business will own a substantial 


part of the Nightside and a controlling interest in a majority of the 
businesses that operate here. It’s no secret that the Griffin has been 
manoeuvring to take over the position left vacant by the recently deceased 
Authorities. So whoever inherits his power base could end up running the 
Nightside. Inasmuch as anyone does, or can. Would the Griffin really have 
put so much time and effort into becoming King of the Heap, just so he 
could die and hand it over to an inexperienced eighteen-year-old girl?” 

“Tt doesn’t sound too likely, when you put it like that,” I said. “But I 
have to wonder what Walker will have to say. Last time I looked he was still 
running things, and I can’t see him stepping down for anyone he considered 
unworthy.” 

“Walker?” Harry sniffed dismissively. “He’s only running the day-to-day 
stuff because he always has, and most people still respect him. But 
everyone knows that’s only temporary, until someone with real power 
comes along. Without the Authorities to back him up, Walker’s on 
borrowed time, and he must know it. The Griffin isn’t the only person 
working behind the scenes to take control, and any one of them could have 
kidnapped Melissa to put pressure on the Griffin to step aside or step 
down.” 

“Names,” I said. “I need names.” 

“They’re not the kind of names you say out loud,” said Harry, 
meaningfully. “Don’t worry, though, you keep digging, and they’ | find you. 
What is this I’m eating, exactly?” 

“Eat up,” I said. “It’s full of protein. Now, give me the latest gossip on 
what the Griffin family likes to get up to when no-one’s looking. All the 
tasty stuff.” 

“Now you’re talking,” said Harry, grinning nastily. “Word is that 
William takes his pleasure very seriously, and he takes it to the extreme. An 
explorer on the outer edges of sensation, and all that crap. You might want 
to check out the Caligula Club. His wife Gloria could shop for the 
Olympics, but of late she’s turned away from bulk buying in favour of 
tracking down rare collectibles. She’s the kind that would buy the Maltese 
Falcon or the Holy Grail, just so no-one else could have it. The only reason 
she hasn’t been conned more often is because most of the people who 
operate in that area are quite sensibly afraid of what the Griffin would do to 
them if he found out. Last I heard, Gloria was negotiating to buy a 
Phoenix’s Egg from the Collector himself. He’s a friend of yours, isn’t he>?” 


“Not really,” I said. “More a friend of my father’s.” 

Harry waited hopefully, then shrugged easily as it became clear I wasn’t 
going to say anything more. “Eleanor Griffin likes toy boys. She’s got 
through a dozen to my certain knowledge, and she’s always on the lookout 
for the latest model. Word is she slept with every member of a certain 
famous boy band, and they were never the same afterwards. Their fan club 
put out a fatwah on her. Eleanor’s husband Marcel gambles. Badly. Most of 
the reputable houses won’t let him through the door because he has a habit 
of running up his debts, then telling them to collect from the Griffin. Which, 
of course, they would have more sense than to try. As a result of this 
unpleasant practice, poor old Marcel has to gamble in the kind of places 
most of us wouldn’t enter even if we had a gun pressed to our heads. How 
am I doing?” 

“Very nicely,” I said. “Tell me about the grand-children, Paul and 
Melissa.” 

Harry frowned. “Very quiet, by comparison. They each have their own 
small circle of friends, and they keep to themselves. No big public 
appearances or scandals. If they have a private life, they’re keeping it so 
secret that even the Unnatural Inquirer doesn’t know about it. And there’s 
not many can say that.” 

“T see,” I said. “Okay, Harry. Thanks. That’!l do nicely. See you around.” 

“Wait a minute, wait a minute!” he said, as I got up to leave. “What 
about my exclusive? Something about Suzie Shooter that no-one else 
knows?” 

I smiled. “She’s really not a people person. Especially first thing in the 
morning.” 

I only had a moment to enjoy the look on Harry’s face before someone 
called out my name, in a loud, harsh, and not at all friendly voice. I looked 
around, and everyone else in the bar was already running or diving for 
cover. Standing at the foot of the metal stairway was a tall spindly woman 
in black, holding Kayleigh’s Eye firmly in one upraised hand. I didn’t 
recognise the woman, but like everyone else in the bar I knew Kayleigh’s 
Eye when I saw it. I felt a lot like running and diving for cover myself. The 
Eye is a crystal that fell to earth from some higher dimension centuries ago 
in the primordial days of ancient Britain. The Eye was a thing of power, of 
other-dimensional energies, and it could fulfil all your dreams and 
ambitions if it didn’t burn you out first. The only reason Kayleigh’s Eye 


hadn’t made some poor fool king or queen of the Nightside was that they 
didn’t tend to live long enough. The Eye was too powerful for poor fragile 
mortals to use. Most people had enough sense not to touch the damned 
thing, but of late certain fanatical groups had taken to using it to arm suicide 
assassins. 

I would have run, but there was nowhere to run to. Nowhere Kayleigh’s 
Eye couldn’t reach me. 

“Who are you?” I said to the woman in black, trying to buy some time 
while hopefully sounding cool and calm and not at all threatening. 

“Tam your death, John Taylor! Your name has been written in the Book 
of Wrath, your soul condemned and your fate confirmed by the Sacred 
Council! The time has come to pay for your many sins!” 

I’d never heard of the Book of Wrath or the Sacred Council, but that 
didn’t necessarily mean anything. I’ve upset pretty much everyone worth 
upsetting, at one time or another. That’s how I know I’m doing my job. 

“The bar’s remaining protections should have kicked in by now,” Alex 
murmured behind me. “But since they haven’t, I think we can safely assume 
that you’re on your own, John. If you need me, I’ll be cowering behind the 
bar and wetting myself.” 

“Harry?” I said, but he was already gone. 

“He’s back here with me,” said Alex. “Crying.” 

The woman in black advanced slowly on me, still holding Kayleigh’s 
Eye aloft. It blazed brightly in the bar’s comfortable gloom, like a great red 
eye staring right at me. Leaking energies spat and crackled on the air around 
it. Everyone was either gone by now or hiding behind overturned tables, 
like that would protect them from what the Eye could do. The woman in 
black ignored them. She only had Eye for me. She gestured at the tables and 
chairs that stood between us, and they exploded into kindling. People cried 
out as wooden splinters flew through the air like shrapnel. The woman in 
black kept coming, still fixed on me. She had cold, wide, fanatic’s eyes. 

Betty and Lucy Coltrane came charging forward out of nowhere, 
propelled incredibly quickly by powerful leg muscles. The woman just 
looked at them, and an invisible hand slapped the Coltranes away, sending 
them both flying the length of the bar. They hit the floor hard and didn’t 
move again. I could have run while the woman was distracted, used one of 
the many secret ways out of the bar I knew about, but I couldn’t risk what 
the woman and the Eye might do to the bar and the people in it in my 


absence. Besides, I don’t run. It’s bad for my reputation. And my reputation 
has scared off more people than any weapon I ever had. 

So I stood where I was and let her approach. She’d want to do it up close 
so she could look me in the face while she did it. It wasn’t enough for 
fanatics to win; they needed to see their enemies suffer. And fanatics will 
drink that cup right down to the dregs, relishing every drop. She advanced 
slowly on me, taking her time, savouring the moment. My mouth was dry, 
my hands were sweaty, and my stomach churned sickly, but I stood my 
ground. Kayleigh’s Eye could kill me in a thousand ways, all impossibly 
horrible, but I had an idea. 

And as the woman in black finally came to a halt before me, smiling a 
smile with no humour in it at all, her wide fanatic’s eyes full of a fire more 
terrible than the Eye’s...I used my gift to find the hole between dimensions 
through which the Eye originally entered our world. It was still there, 
unhealed, after all these centuries. And it was the easiest thing in the world 
for me to show Kayleigh’s Eye its way home. 

Free! Free at last! An unearthly voice roared through my mind, then the 
Eye was gone, vanished, back to whatever other-dimensional place it came 
from. The hole sealed itself behind the Eye, and that was it. The woman in 
black looked at her empty hand, then at me, and smiled weakly. I punched 
her right between the eyes, and she slid unconscious across the barroom 
floor for a good dozen feet before she finally came to a halt. I gritted my 
teeth and nursed my aching hand. I always did have a weakness for the big 
gesture. 

“All right,” said Alex, reappearing behind the bar. 

“Who have you upset this time, Taylor? And who’s going to pay for the 
damages?” 

“Beats me,” I said cheerfully. 

“Maybe you shouldn’t have punched her out,” said Harry Fabulous, 
rising nervously up beside Alex, his drink still in his hand. “She could have 
told you who sent her.” 

“Not likely,” I said. “Fanatics never talk.” 

Someone clearly didn’t want me investigating Melissa’s disappearance. 
But who, and why? Only one way to find out. I nodded good-bye to Alex 
and Harry and went out of the bar in search of answers. 


FIVE 


The People We Turn to for Comfort 


f course I’d heard of the Caligula Club. Everyone in the Nightside 

has, in the same way you hear about rabies, leprosy, and everything 
else that’s bad for you. If you’re tired of parachuting off Mount Everest 
blindfolded, or hang-gliding naked over exploding volcanoes, if you’ve 
slept with everything that’s got a pulse and a few that haven’t, if you really 
think you’ve done it all, seen it all, and there’s nothing left to tempt or 
deprave you—then the Caligula Club is ready to welcome you with open 
arms and shock you rigid with new possibilities. And if you should happen 
to die on the premises with a smile on your face or a scream on your lips, 
you can’t say you weren’t warned. 

The Caligula Club can be found in Uptown, where all the very best clubs 
and bars, restaurants and shows form their wagons in a circle to repel the 
riffraff. Only the very wealthy, the very powerful, and the very well 
connected are allowed in to sample the rarefied delights on offer in Uptown. 
Rent-a-cops patrol the streets in gaudy uniforms to keep the likes of you 
and me out. But somehow the private cops always find a pressing reason to 
be somewhere else when I come around. 

The Caligula Club is situated right on the very edge of Uptown, as 
though the area is embarrassed or ashamed of it. It’s the kind of place where 
the floor show consists of a sweet young couple setting themselves on fire, 
then having sex, where the house band consists of formerly dead musicians, 
some of whom were dug up as recently as that night, and the management 


have their own private exorcist on speed-dial. Do I really need to tell you 
that the Club is strictly members only? And that membership is by 
invitation only? They wouldn’t have me on a bet, so I was looking forward 
to taking my first look around inside. 

Uptown—where the neon come-ons are bigger and brighter than 
anywhere else but no less sleazy. Hot music hammers on the cool night air, 
insistent and vaguely threatening. Club doors hang alluringly open, while 
their barkers work the crowded pavements with practiced dead-eyed skill. 
Getting in is easy; getting out again with your money, wits, and soul intact 
is something else. Buyer very much beware, in Uptown. Here be 
entertainment, red in tooth and claw. 

Men and women paraded up and down the streets, in the very latest and 
most outrageous fashions, out and about to see and be seen. Making the 
scene, no matter how dangerous it might be, because if you didn’t, then you 
just weren’t anyone. High Society has its own obligations and penalties, and 
the very worst of them is to be ignored. Gods and monsters, yesterday’s 
dreams and tomorrow’s nightmares, bright young things and smiling Gucci 
sharks, were all out on the town and on the pull, come to Uptown to play 
their vicious games. And Devil take the hindmost. 

None of them looked pleased to see me, but I’m used to that. Without 
quite seeming to, they all made sure to give me plenty of room. I play too 
rough for their refined tastes. 

I stopped outside the Caligula Club and studied it thoughtfully from a 
safe distance. Big bold neon crawled all over the front of the high-tech 
edifice, glowing multicoloured graffiti on a steel-and-glass background. A 
lot of it depicted stylised sexual positions and possibilities, some of which 
would have made the Marquis de Sade lose his lunch. Cruelty and passion 
mixed together, to make a whole far nastier than the sum of its parts. You 
don’t come to the Caligula Club for fun, or even excitement. You come to 
satisfy the needs and tastes no-one else will tolerate. 

And somewhere inside this den of sweaty iniquity and furious 
pleasures...was William Griffin, father of the missing Melissa. 

The front door was being guarded by a satyr of the old school. About 
five feet tall, handsome in a swarthy and entirely untrustworthy way, with a 
bare hairy chest, furry goat’s legs, and curling horns on his forehead. Half 
human, half goat, and hung like a horse. He wasn’t shy about showing it 
off, either. I hate these demon half-breeds. You can never tell how 


dangerous they are until they show you, usually in sudden and unpleasant 
ways. I strolled over to him like I had every right to be there, and he smiled 
widely at me, showing off big blocky teeth. 

“Hello, sailor. Welcome to the Caligula Club. Looking for a bit of 
adventure, are we? Afraid it’s members only, though, and I do mean 
members. Are you a fine upstanding member, sir?” 

“Knock it off,” I said. “You know who I am.” 

“Well of course, heart face. Doesn’t everyone? But I have my orders, 
and it’s more than my job’s worth to let you in, not even if you was the 
queen himself. Management is very strict, and that’s how most of the 
members like it. am Mr. Tumble, and nothing gets past me.” 

“1’m John Taylor, and I’m coming in,” I said. “You know it, and I know 
it, so do we really have to do this the unpleasant and probably extremely 
violent way?” 

“Sorry, sweetie pie, but I have my orders. You couldn’t be any less 
welcome here if you was a health inspector. Now be a good boy and run 
along and irritate someone else. It’s more than my job’s worth to let you get 
past me. You wouldn’t want to see an old satyr down on his knees and 
begging, would you?” 

“T represent the Griffin in this matter,” I said. “So stand aside, or I'll 
have him buy this place and fire your fuzzy arse.” 

“Threats don’t bother me, sailor. Heard them all, I have.” 

“T could walk right over you,” I said. 

Mr. Tumble grew suddenly in size, shooting up so fast I had to step back 
to keep from being crowded. He topped out at ten feet tall, with broad 
shoulders and a massive chest, and powerful arms ending in viciously 
clawed hands. He smelled of blood and musk, and it was obvious from what 
was now bobbing right in front of my face that he was getting quite excited 
at the prospect of imminent violence. He grinned down at me, and when he 
spoke his voice rumbled like thunder. 

“Still think you can get past me, little human?” 

Something large and trunklike twitched in front of my nose. So I reached 
into my coat-pocket, took out the mousetrap I keep there for perfectly 
legitimate reasons, and let it snap shut. He howled like a foghorn, grabbed 
at his pride and joy with both hands, and collapsed onto the pavement 
before me. He shrank quickly back to his normal size, unable to concentrate 
through the pain, and I did the decent thing and kicked him in the head. He 


sank gratefully into unconsciousness, and I stepped past his weakly kicking 
hooves and on into the Caligula Club. 
You just can’t talk to some people. 


The reception lobby was big and echoing, with white-tiled floor and ceiling. 
Presumably so they could wipe off stains and spills more easily. There were 
no fittings or furnishings, only a simple reception desk with a bored-looking 
teenager stuck behind it, completely engrossed in that week’s edition of the 
Unnatural Inquirer. The lobby clearly wasn’t a place you sat around 
waiting. It was somewhere you hurried through, on your way to whatever 
awaited you. I stood before the desk, and the receptionist ignored me. The 
headline on her paper said Tribute Princess Diana to Tour Nightside. And at 
the bottom of the page, in somewhat smaller type: Keep Your Queen Mother 
Sightings Coming In. We Pay for Photos! 

“Talk to me,” I said to the receptionist. “Or I’I] set fire to your tabloid.” 

She slammed her paper down on the desk and scowled at me through her 
various piercings. The one through the left eyeball had to have really hurt. 
“Welcome to the Caligula, sir. Walk all over me, that’s what I’m here for. I 
don’t have to do this, you know. I could have been a doctor. If I only had a 
medical degree. Did sir have a particular service in mind, or would sir like 
me to recommend something particularly horrible?” 

I got a bit distracted as a door opened on the other side of the lobby, and 
a crowd of mostly naked people paraded past the reception desk, not even 
glancing at me. From their animated chatter it seemed they were leaving 
one party and on their way to another. Some had patches of different- 
coloured skin grafted onto their bodies, and I had to wonder what happened 
to the donors. Others had patches of fur, or metal. Animal eyes looked out 
of some sockets, swivelling cameras out of others. There were those whose 
legs had three joints, or arms in sets of four, or faces on the back of their 
heads as well as on the front. Some had both sets of genitals, or none, or 
things I didn’t even recognise as genitals. Bunch of show-offs, basically. 
They hurried on and disappeared through another door on the far side of the 
lobby. I looked at the receptionist. 

“T’m looking for someone,” I said. 

“Aren’t we all? Soon as I get my claws into a decent sugar daddy, this 
place won’t see my pink little botty for dust. Did sir have a particular 
person in mind?” 


“William Griffin.” 

“Oh, him,” The teenage receptionist pulled a face. “He’s long gone. 
Never comes around anymore. Seems we weren’t extreme enough for him.” 

I had to admit, I boggled slightly at the thought of tastes so extreme that 
even the Caligula Club couldn’t satisfy them. What the hell could William 
Griffin be into that he couldn’t find it in a place like this? I was still 
considering that when a final party-goer emerged from the far door and 
came over to join me at the desk. William’s wife Gloria was dressed in a 
blood-red basque studded with razor blades, thigh-length boots of tanned 
human hide, and a black choker round her slender neck bristling with steel 
spikes. An unusually large snake coiled around her shoulders and draped 
down one long dark arm. As she came to a halt before me, the snake raised 
its head and looked at me knowingly. I gave the head a brief pat. I like 
snakes. 

“Forgive the outfit,” said Gloria, in a calm husky voice. “It’s my turn to 
play Queen of Sin again, and when you’re Mistress of the Revels they 
expect you to dress the part. I blame Diana Rigg; I swear there are whole 
generations who never got over seeing her in that episode of The Avengers. 
I’ve been looking for a chance to speak with you, Mr. Taylor.” 

“Really?” I said. “How nice.” 

“IT knew you’d find your way here, looking for William. I think we could 
have...useful things to say to each other.” 

“Wouldn’t surprise me,” I said. “You first.” 

“Not here,” said Gloria. She glared at the teenage receptionist. “You 
can’t trust the staff. They sell stories to the media.” 

“Then you should pay us better,” said the receptionist, and disappeared 
behind her tabloid again. Gloria ignored her and led me across the lobby to 
a side door, which was almost invisible until you were right on top of it. 
She opened the door, and ushered me into what looked very much like a 
dentist’s surgery from hell. There were nasty-looking steel instruments all 
over the place, and half a dozen drills hung over a reclining chair fitted with 
heavy leather restraining straps. There was a strong smell of antiseptic and 
recent fear. Takes all sorts, I suppose. Gloria shut the door firmly, then put 
her back against it. 

“Security will know you’re here by now. I’ve paid off the right people so 
we can have some time together, but I can’t guarantee how long we’ve got.” 

“Tell me about William,” I said. “And why he came here.” 


“He brought me here right after we were married. My membership was 
his wedding gift to me. It wasn’t exactly a surprise. I knew all about his 
tastes before we were married. I didn’t care. I’ve always been more 
interested in power. And William didn’t care who knew. He’d been 
everywhere and done everyone, in his search for...well, pleasure, I suppose. 
Though perhaps satisfaction would be a better word. He came here to be on 
the receiving end of very heavy S&M sessions. Bondage and discipline, 
whippings and brandings, that sort of thing. It’s amazing how much 
punishment an immortal body can soak up. He never got that much out of it 
that I could see, but he felt a need to be punished. I never did understand 
why. He could be very private about some things. Eventually they couldn’t 
do enough for him here, and he left. I stayed.” She smiled slowly. “T like it.” 

“You didn’t share William’s tastes?” I said. 

“T told you, it’s all about power for me. And there’s never any shortage 
of men here for me to order around, to abuse and mistreat as I wish. Men of 
substance and standing, begging to satisfy my every whim, eager to suffer 
and bleed for my slightest nod of approval. To worship me as the goddess I 
am. Such a pleasant change from the way they treat me at Griffin Hall. As 
far as Jeremiah and Mariah are concerned, I’m just William’s latest. Even 
the servants can’t be bothered to remember my name. No-one expected me 
to last this long.” 

“But you’re immortal now,” I said. “You’re part of the family.” 

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But you’d be wrong. I’ve never been 
allowed to be part of the family business, even though I’d be far better at it 
than William, because family business is only for those of Griffin blood. 
And even more than that, I’m not allowed to do anything, or have anything 
of my own, that might possibly interfere or compete with Griffin business 
or interests. And that covers pretty much everything in the Nightside. So I 
shop till I drop, and when I get tired of that, I come here to play at being... 
what I thought I’d be when I married William.” 

“Did you ever love him?” I said bluntly. 

“He chose me. Wanted me. Made me immortal and very rich. I was very 
grateful. Still am, I suppose. But love...I don’t know. It’s hard to get to 
know William. He doesn’t let anyone in. He never once opened up to me 
about anything that mattered, not even in our most private moments. I 
married him because...he was good company, and generous, and because I 
was getting a little old for the catwalk. Supermodels have a very limited 


shelf life. I might have loved him, if I’d ever thought for one moment that 
he loved me.” 

“How about your daughter, Melissa?” 

“T would have loved her, given the chance. But Jeremiah took her away 
the day William and I presented her to him. We didn’t get a say in the 
matter. I couldn’t stop him. William did try, bless him—actually raised his 
voice to his father and called him every name under the sun. Only time I 
ever saw William talk back to his father. But of course, he couldn’t do 
anything...so it didn’t do him any good. No-one says no to Jeremiah 
Griffin.” 

“Can you tell me anything about Melissa’s disappearance?” I said. “I can 
be discreet. The Griffin doesn’t have to know everything I discover in my 
investigation.” 

“He’d find out,” Gloria said flatly. “He always finds out. I’m amazed we 
were able to keep Melissa’s existence a secret for as long as we did. He 
probably couldn’t bring himself to believe his own son could defy him so 
completely...Ask me anything you want, Mr. Taylor, and I’1l tell you what I 
can. Because...I just don’t care anymore. William doesn’t seem to care 
whether I’m around or not, so I’m probably on the way out anyway. And 
it’s not as if I know anything that matters. My daughter’s disappearance is 
as much a mystery to me as anyone else.” 

“T have to say, you don’t seem very upset that she’s missing, perhaps 
kidnapped, perhaps even murdered,” I said. “Don’t you care what’s 
happened to her?” 

“Don’t think too harshly of me, Mr. Taylor. Melissa is my daughter in 
name only. Jeremiah reared her and made sure I was kept very much at 
arm’s length. Melissa hasn’t wanted anything to do with me in years. And 
now...it seems she stands ready to steal William’s inheritance. And mine, 
of course.” 

“There are those who believe,” I said carefully, “that an adult grand- 
child could mean the death of the Griffin.” 

“Tf only,” said Gloria. “It’s just another story. There have always been 
stories about the Griffin, but no-one knows anything for sure.” 

“Does William believe it?” 

“He did once. That’s why he wanted a child. To use as a weapon against 
his father.” 

“William wanted his father dead?” 


“Dead and gone, because that was the only way William could ever be 
his own man. Free at last...though free to do what, I couldn’t tell you. 
Perhaps even he doesn’t know.” 

“Do you want me to find your daughter?” I said. 

“Given that if I do bring her back, safe and well, she could disinherit 
William and you?” 

“Find her,” said Gloria, fixing me with her calm dark gaze. “It’s all right 
that she never loved me. You can’t love a stranger. But I gave birth to her, 
nursed her, held her in my arms...Find her, Mr. Taylor. And if anyone has 
dared to hurt her...kill them slowly.” 

“Any idea where I should look for William?” I said. 

Gloria smiled. “And just like that, you’re finished with me. I told you all 
I knew, and you told me nothing. What a marvellous private investigator 
you are, Mr. Taylor.” 

“You didn’t ask me anything,” I said. 

“No,” said Gloria. “I didn’t, did I? If you want to find William...try the 
Arcadian Project.” 

And the snake draped across her shoulders looked at me and seemed to 
laugh silently, as though it knew something I didn’t. 


Like the Caligula Club, I knew the Arcadian Project by reputation; but 
whereas everyone talked about what went on at the Caligula, no-one knew 
anything about the inner workings of the Arcadian Project. The most private 
place in the Nightside, some said. A lot of people go in, but not all of them 
come out again, others said. Its very location was a secret, known only to 
the trusted few, and this in a place where the secrets of the universe are sold 
openly on street corners. But I can find anything. That’s my job. 

I fired up my gift and looked out over the Nightside through my third 
eye, my private eye. Great forces were abroad in the night, ancient and 
awful Powers walking unseen and unsuspected, but they were too big to 
notice something as small as me. I concentrated on the single thing I was 
looking for, and my Sight rocketed through the streets and alleys of the 
Nightside, before finally zeroing in on a narrow dark alley, where most 
people only went to dump their garbage or the occasional body. 

It wasn’t all that far from Uptown, but it might as well have been 
another world. No private clubs and restaurants here, just paint-peeling 
doors and fly-specked windows, guttering neon signs with half the lettering 


burnt out, and sloe-eyed cold-eyed daughters of the twilight on every 
comer, selling their shop-soiled wares. The kind of place where there’s 
nothing for sale that didn’t originally belong to someone else, where the 
pleasures and pursuits on offer leave a nasty taste in the mouth, and even 
the muggers go around in pairs, for safety. 

I found the alley easily enough and looked down it from the relative 
safety of the brighter-lit street. The light didn’t penetrate far into the hot 
sweaty shadows, and I was pretty sure I could hear things scrabbling about 
in the darkness beyond. The air smelled close and moist and ripe. Ripe for 
an ambush, certainly. I reached into my coat-pocket and brought out a dead 
salamander in a plastic globe. I shook it hard, and a fierce silver glow burst 
from the globe, illuminating the alley ahead of me. Things scuttled away 
from the sudden new light, hurrying off to hide in darker, safer places. I 
made my way slowly and cautiously down the alleyway, being very careful 
where I put my feet, and finally came to a simple green door set into the 
grimy stone of the left-hand wall. There was no sign over the door, not even 
a handle on the door, but this was it. The one and only access point to the 
Arcadian Project. I studied the door carefully, not touching it, but it seemed 
like simply another door. It wasn’t locked or booby-trapped or cursed—my 
gift would have told me. So I just shrugged, placed one hand against it, and 
gave it a good push. 

The door swung easily open and I almost cried out as a blindingly bright 
light spilled into the alleyway. I tensed, ready for anything, but nothing 
happened. There was only the golden sunlight, warm and fresh and sweet as 
a summer’s day, heavy with the scents of woods and fields and meadows. I 
realised I was still holding the salamander globe, with its sickly inferior 
light, and put it back in my coat-pocket. And then I walked forward into 
daylight, and the green door swung slowly shut behind me. 


I was standing on the side of a great grassy hill, looking out over a view of 
open countryside that took my breath away. Fields and meadows stretched 
away before me for as far as I could see, and perhaps forever. To one side 
were sprawling woods with tall dark trees, and down below a stream of 
clear and sparkling water ran happily on its way, crossed here and there by 
simple old-fashioned stone bridges. A dream of old England, as it never 
was but should have been, happy and content under the bright blue sky of a 
perfect summer’s day. A soft gusting breeze brought me scents rich as 


perfume, of flowers and grass and growing things. Birds sang, and there 
was a gentle buzz of insects, and it was good, so good, just to stand in 
daylight again after so very long away. 

This was the great secret, never to be shared with the unworthy for fear 
it would be spoiled—Arcadia. 

A single pathway meandered away before me, starting at my feet. A 
series of square stone slabs resting on the grass, leading down the hillside. I 
set off, stepping carefully from slab to slab, like stepping-stones on a great 
green sea. The path curved around the side of the hill, then led me along a 
river-bank, while I watched birds swoop and soar, and butterflies drift this 
way and that, and smiled to see small woodland creatures scurry all around 
me, undisturbed by human presence. Pure white swans sailed majestically 
down the stream, bowing their heads to me as I passed. 

Finally I rounded a corner, and there on a river-bank before me were my 
father and my mother, reclining at their ease on the grassy bank, with the 
contents of a wicker picnic basket spread out on a checked tablecloth. My 
father Charles was lying stretched out, in a white suit, smiling as my mother 
Lilith, in a white dress, threw pieces of bread to the ducks. I made some 
kind of sound, and my mother looked round and smiled dazzlingly at me. 

“Oh, Charles, see who’s here! John has come to join us!” 

My father raised himself up on one elbow and looked round, and his 
smile widened as he saw me. “Good of you to join us, son. We’re having a 
picnic. There’s ham and cheese, and scotch eggs and sausage rolls, and all 
your favourites.” 

“Come and join us, darling,” said my mother. “We’ve been waiting for 
you.” 

I stumbled forward and sat down between my mother and my father. He 
squeezed my shoulder in a reassuring way, and my mother passed me a 
fresh cup of tea. I knew it would be milk and two sugars, just the way I 
liked it. I sat there for a while, enjoying the moment, and there was a part of 
me that would have liked to stay for the rest of my life. But I’ve never been 
any good at listening to that part of me. 

“There are so many things I meant to say to you, Dad,” I said finally. 
“But there wasn’t time.” 

“You have all the time in the world here,” said my father, lying on his 
back again and staring up into the summer sky. 


“And despite everything that happened, I would have liked to get to 
know you, Mother,” I said to Lilith. 

“Then stay here with us,” she said. “And we can be together, forever and 
ever and ever.” 

“No,” I said regretfully. “Because you’d only ever say what I wanted 
you to say. Because this isn’t real, and neither are you. My parents are gone, 
and lost to me forever. This is Arcadia, the Summerland where dreams can 
come true, and everyone is happy, and good things happen every day. But I 
have things to do, and people to meet, because that’s what I do and who I 
am. And besides, my Suzie will be waiting for me when I get home. She 
might be a psycho gun nut, but she’s my psycho gun nut. So, I have to be 
going now. My life might not be perfect, like this, but at least it’s real. 

“And I’ve never let down a client yet.” 

I got up and walked away, following the stepping-stone path again. I 
didn’t look back to see my father and my mother fade away and disappear. 
Perhaps because I liked to think of them there together, picnicking on a 
river-bank forever and a day, happy at last. 


The path led me along beside the river-bank for a while, then turned 
abruptly to take me up a grassy hillside towards a stretch of woodland, 
standing tall and proud against the sky. I could hear voices up ahead now, 
loud and happy and occasionally bursting into laughter. It sounded like 
children. When I got close enough, I could see William Griffin, lying at his 
ease on the grassy slope, looking out over the magnificent view, while all 
around him his childhood friends laughed and played and ran in the never- 
ending sunshine of Summerland. 

I knew some of them, because they’d been my childhood friends, too. 
Bruin Bear, a four-foot-tall teddy bear in his famous red tunic and trousers 
and his bright blue scarf, every young boy’s good friend and brave 
companion. And there beside the Bear, his friend the Sea Goat in a long 
blue-grey trench coat, human-sized but with a large blocky goat’s head and 
long, curling horns. Everyone had those books when I was a kid, and we all 
went on marvellous adventures with the Bear and the Goat in our 
imaginations... There was Tufty-Tailed Squirrel, and Barney the Battery 
Boy, and even Beep and Buster, one boy and his alien. There were others, 
too—child-sized toys and anthropomorphic animals in cut-down human 
clothes, and happy smiling creatures of the kind we all forget as we grow up 


and move on. Except we never do forget them, not deep down, where it 
really matters. They played together all around William Griffin, squabbling 
cheerfully, laughing and chattering and chasing each other back and forth. 
Old companions, and sometimes the only real friends a child ever had. 

They all stopped abruptly and looked round as I approached. They didn’t 
look scared, just curious. William sat up slowly and looked at me. I held up 
my hands to show they were empty, and that I came in peace. William 
hugged his knees to his chest and looked at me over them, and finally 
sighed tiredly. 

“You’d better go,” he said to the toys and animals. 

“This is going to be grown-up talk. You’d only be bored.” 

They all nodded and faded away, like the dreams they were. Except for 
Bruin Bear and the Sea Goat, who stood their ground and studied me 
thoughtfully with calm, knowing eyes. The Sea Goat pulled a bottle of 
vodka from his coat pocket and took a long pull. 

“That’s right,” he said thickly. “We’re real. Sort of. Get used to it.” 

“Not many remember us anymore,” said the Bear. “We’re legends now, 
so we live in Shadows Fall, where all stories have their ending. We 
commute into the Nightside now and again, to be here for those who still 
have a need for us.” 

“Yeah, right,” said the Sea Goat, belching loudly. “I just come here for 
the view and a bit of peace and quiet. And the free food. You’re John 
Taylor, aren’t you? You’ll probably end up a legend yourself, after you’ve 
been dead long enough for people to forget the real you. Then it’s Shadows 
Fall for you, whether you like it or not. I’ll tell you now, you won’t like it. 
And don’t you mess with William. He’s with us. You spoil his day, and [Il 
shove this bottle so far up you, you’ll need a trained proctologist with 
spelunking gear to get it out again.” 

“Don’t mind him,” Bruin Bear said fondly. “He’s just being himself.” 

They moved off into the dark wood, still arguing companionably. They 
didn’t seem quite as I remembered them. I moved forward and sat down 
beside William. 

“So this is the Arcadian Project,” I said. “Nice. I really like the view.” 

“What do you want, Taylor?” said William. “And how did you know to 
find me here anyway? This was supposed to be the one place where no-one 
could bother me.” 


“Tt’s a gift,” I said. “Gloria pointed me in the right direction. I think 
she’s worried about you.” 

William snorted briefly. “That would be a first.” 

“What are you doing here?” I said, honestly curious. “Why...this?” 

“Because I never had a childhood,” said William. He wasn’t looking at 
me. He was staring out over the view, or perhaps seeing something else in 
his head, in his past. “For as far back as I can remember, my father’s only 
interest in me was to groom me as his heir and successor. So he could be 
sure everything he built would still continue, even without him. He wanted 
me to be just like him. It wasn’t my fault that I wasn’t, and never would be. 
There’s only one Jeremiah Griffin, which is probably for the best. But even 
as a small child, I was never allowed much time to play, to be myself. 
Never allowed to have any real friends because they couldn’t be trusted. 
They might be spies for my father’s many enemies. It was always work, 
work, work. Endless lessons, on family business and family duty. My only 
means of escape was into books and comics. I lived in my dreams then, 
whenever I could, in the simpler happier realms of my imagination. The 
only place that was truly mine, that my father couldn’t reach and spoil or 
take away.” 

I couldn’t have stopped him talking if I’d tried. He’d held this bottled up 
inside him for years, and he would have told it to anyone who found him 
here. Because he had a terrible need to tell it to someone... 

“That’s why I started body-building as a teenager,” said William Griffin, 
still not looking at me. “So I could have some control over some part of my 
life, even if it was only the shape of my body. By then I knew I wasn’t up to 
running the family business. I knew that long before my father did. I liked 
to think...I might have managed some smaller triumph if I’d been left to 
myself. If I’d been left to choose my own way, follow my own interests. 
But the Griffin couldn’t bear to have a son who was anything less than 
great. 

“These days, I’m just a glorified gopher, there to deal with all the things 
my father can’t trust to anyone who isn’t family. We both pretend I’m 
someone important, but everyone knows...I carry out the policy he sets, but 
God help me if I should ever dare to make even the smallest decision on my 
own. I move papers from one place to another, talk to people with my 
father’s voice, and every day I die a little more. Do you have any idea what 
that’s like, for an immortal? To die by inches, forever and ever... 


“For a while I filled my time by indulging my senses and my 
pleasures... must have belonged to every private club in the Nightside, at 
one time or another. Tried everything they had to offer...and everyone. But 
while that distracted, it never satisfied.” 

He turned suddenly to look at me, and his eyes were dark and angry and 
dangerous. “You can’t tell anyone about this, Taylor. About me, being here. 
With my friends. People wouldn’t understand. They’d think me weak, and 
try to take advantage. And my father...really wouldn’t understand. I don’t 
think he ever needed anything in his life. In fact, it’s hard to think of the 
mighty and powerful Jeremiah Griffin ever having had anything as normal 
and vulnerable as a childhood. This is the only thing I have that he isn’t a 
part of. The only place I can be free of him.” 

“Don’t worry,” I said. “Your father doesn’t need to know about this. He 
hired me to investigate Melissa, not you. I’m only interested in what you 
can tell me about your daughter and her disappearance.” 

“T wanted to be a father to her,” said William, his eyes lost and far away 
again. “A good father, not like Jeremiah. I wanted her to have the childhood 
I never had. But he took her away, and after that I was only allowed to see 
her when Jeremiah said so. I think Melissa sees him as her real father. Her 
daddy. I spent years trying to reach out to her...but even when I timed my 
visits so Jeremiah wasn’t there, somehow Melissa was never there either. 
She’d always just gone out...Hobbes is my father’s man, body and soul. He 
runs the Hall, and no-one gets past him. In the end...I just stopped trying.” 

He looked at me, and there was something beaten, and broken, in his 
face. “I don’t hate my father, you know. Don’t ever think that. He only ever 
wanted what he thought was best for me. And for so long...all I wanted was 
for my father to be proud of me.” 

“All sons do,” I said. 

“What about your father? Was he proud of you?” 

“At the end,” I said. “I think so, yes. When it was too late for either of us 
to do anything about it. You know about my mother...” 

William smiled for the first time. “Everyone in the Nightside knows 
about your mother. We all lost someone in the Lilith War.” 

“Do you believe Melissa was kidnapped?” I said bluntly. 

He shook his head immediately. He didn’t even have to think about it. 
“How could she have been, from inside Griffin Hall, with all our security? 
But she couldn’t have run away, either. There was no way she could have 


got out of the Hall without someone noticing. And where could she have 
run to, where could she go, where they wouldn’t know who she was? 
Someone would have been bound to turn her in, either for the reward or to 
our enemies, as a way of getting back at Father.” 

“Unless someone else in the family was involved,” I said carefully. 
“Either to help her escape or to override the security so she could be 
taken...” 

William was shaking his head again. “She has no friends in the family, 
except perhaps Paul. And nobody would risk interfering with the security 
that protects us.” 

“Who would dare kidnap Melissa Griffin?” 

“T don’t know. But I’ll tell you this, John Taylor; I’d kill anyone who 
hurt her. So would the Griffin.” 

“Even though he could stand to lose...everything when she turns 
eighteen?” 

William laughed briefly, though there wasn’t much humour in the sound. 
“Oh, you’ve heard that story, have you? Forget it. It’s bullshit. Urban 
legend. If it was true, my father would have killed Melissa and Paul the 
moment he learned of their existence. He’s always been able to do the hard, 
necessary, vicious things, no matter who it hurt. Even him. A very practical 
man, my father. I didn’t have Melissa to threaten him, no matter what 
anyone says. I just wanted something that was mine. I should have known 
he’d never allow that.” 

“Then why did your immortal father make a will?” I said. 

“Good question,” said William. “I didn’t even know about the first will, 
never mind the second. My father can’t die. He’d never do anything so 
ordinary, so weak.” He looked straight at me again. “Find my daughter, Mr. 
Taylor. Whatever it takes, whatever it costs.” 

“Whoever it hurts?” I said. “Even if it’s family?” 

“Especially if it’s family,” said William Griffin. 

“Aren’t you two finished yet?” the Sea Goat said loudly. “Me and the 
Bear have some important lounging about we should be getting on with.” 

William Griffin smiled fondly at his two friends, and for a moment he 
looked like someone else entirely. Bruin Bear gave him a big hug, and the 
Sea Goat passed over his bottle of vodka. William took a long drink, passed 
the bottle back, and sighed deeply. 

“Tt’s hard to tell which of the two comforts me more,” he said sadly. 


“You just need a good crap, clear the system out,” the Sea Goat said 
wisely. “Everything looks better after a good crap.” 
“Can’t take you anywhere,” said Bruin Bear. 


SIX 


It’s All About Reputations 


was learning a lot about the inner secrets of the Nightside’s most 

mysterious family, but I wasn’t getting any closer to finding Melissa, or 
what had happened to her. No-one wanted to talk about her; they just 
wanted to talk about themselves. I hadn’t realised how much I’d come to 
depend on my gift for finding things to help get me through cases. It had 
been a long time since I’d had to investigate the hard and honest way, by 
asking questions and following up on the answers. But I could tell I was 
narrowing in on something, even if I wasn’t sure what. All I could do was 
keep digging and hope that if I asked enough awkward questions, someone 
would tell me something I wasn’t supposed to know. I asked William where 
I could find his sister Eleanor, and he shrugged and said Try Hecate’s Tea 
Room. I should have known. Hecate’s Tea Room was the premiere watering 
hole for all the Nightside’s Ladies Who Lunch. 

I walked back out of the long, green dream of the Arcadian Project and 
back into the more comfortable nightmare of neonlit streets and hospitable 
shadows. Not all of us thrive in sunlight. Hecate’s Tea Room is one of the 
most expensive, exclusive, and extravagant bistros in the Nightside, set 
right in the heart of Uptown. A refined and resplendent setting where the 
better halves of rich and famous men could come together to chat and 
gossip and practice character assassination on those of their kind 
unfortunate enough not to have made the scene that day. There was a long 
waiting list to get in, and you could be barred for the slightest lapse in 


etiquette. But no-one ever complained because it was so very much the In 
place, to see and be seen. And there never was a faux pas so bad that a big 
enough cheque couldn’t put right. 

I studied the place from a safe distance, watching from the shadows of 
an alley mouth as a steady stream of chauffeur-driven limousines glided 
down the street to pull up outside the heavily guarded front door and drop 
off famous faces from the society pages and the gossip rags. The sweet and 
elite of the Nightside, in stunning gowns and understated makeup, weighed 
down with enough jewellery to make even the smallest gesture an effort. 

The neon sign above the door spelt out Hecate’s Tea Room in stylings so 
rococo it was almost impossible to read, and the whole place reeked of art 
deco redux. There’s nothing more fashionable than an old style come round 
again. I used my Sight to check out the security, and sure enough the whole 
building was surrounded by layer upon layer of defensive magics, 
everything from shaped curses to Go Straight to Hell spells. There were all 
kinds of guards, tactfully hidden behind camouflage magics, and the two 
large gentlemen standing by the front door might be dressed in elegant 
tuxedos, but they both had tattoos on their foreheads that marked them as 
combat magicians. Ex-SAS, from the look of them. Even the paparazzi 
maintained a very discreet distance. 

So, fighting or intimidating my way in wasn’t going to work here. That 
just left bluff and fast talking, which fortunately I’ve always been very good 
at. My reputation’s always been more impressive than me, and that’s 
because I put a lot of work into it. I left the alley-way and sauntered up to 
the front door. The two gentlemen in tuxedos saw me coming, recognised 
me immediately, and moved to stand in front of the door, blocking my way. 
A bouncer is a bouncer, no matter how smartly you dress him. I stopped 
before them and smiled easily, like I didn’t have a care in the world. 

“Hi guys. I’m here representing the Griffin, to speak with his daughter 
Eleanor.” 

They weren’t expecting that. They looked at each other, communicating 
in that silent way of bouncers everywhere, then they looked back at me. 

“Do you have any proof of that, sir?” 

“Would even I claim the Griffin’s support if I didn’t have it?” I 
countered. 

They considered that, nodded, and stepped aside. My reputation might 
be unsettling, but the Griffin’s was downright scary. I strolled through the 


door and into the Tea Room as though I was slumming just by being there. 
When it comes to looking down the nose at someone, it pays to get your 
retaliation in first. The cloakroom girl was a friendly looking zombie 
dressed in a black bustier and fishnet stockings to set off her dead white 
skin. The dead make the best servants—so much less back-talk. She asked 
very nicely if she could take my trench coat, and I said I thought not. 

I got her phone number, though. For Dead Boy. 

I stepped through a hanging bead curtain into the main Tea Room, and 
the loud babble of conversation didn’t even dip for a moment. The Ladies 
Who Lunch saw scarier and more important people than me every day. I 
wandered slowly between the crowded tables, taking my time. A few 
people got up and left, heading discreetly but speedily for the rear exit. I 
was used to that. The Tea Room was all steel and glass and art deco 
stylings, with one entire wall dominated by a long row of high-tech coffee 
machines, the kind that labour mightily for ages that little bit longer than 
you can actually stand, in order to finally provide you with a cup full of 
flavoured froth. I’ve always preferred tea to coffee myself, and preferably 
in a brew so strong that when you’ve finished stirring it, the spoon has 
stress marks on it. 

The staff darted gracefully back and forth among the tables, pretty 
young boys and girls dressed in nothing but collars and cuffs, which 
presumably made them very careful not to spill anything. The rich and 
therefore very important women sat huddled around their tables, ignoring 
everything except their own conversation, laughing and shrieking loudly 
and throwing their hands about to make it clear they were having a much 
better time than everyone else. There were a few private booths at the back, 
for assignations of a more personal nature, but not many used them. The 
whole point of being at Hecate’s Tea Room was to prove that you were rich 
and important enough to be allowed into such a prestigious gathering. 

(But just try and get in after you’d been divorced or dumped or 
disinherited, and see how fast they slam the door in your face.) 

All the women were dressed to the nines, chattering raucously like so 
many gorgeous creatures of the urban jungle as they drank their tea and 
coffee with their little fingers carefully extended. They all felt free to stroke 
and caress the staff’s bare flesh as they came and went with fresh cups of 
tea and coffee, and the pretty young things smiled mechanically and never 
lingered. They all knew a caress could turn into a slap or a blow for any 


reason or none, and that the customer was always right. Every table was 
full, the ladies crowded together under conditions they would never have 
tolerated anywhere else. These were the fabled Ladies Who Lunch, though 
there didn’t seem to be any actual lunching going on anywhere. You didn’t 
get to look that good and that svelte by eating when you felt like it. There 
was civilised music playing in the background, but I could barely make it 
out through the din of the raised voices. 

I soon spotted Eleanor Griffin, seated at a table right in the middle of the 
room, (of course), where everyone could get a good look at her. She wore a 
long, elegant gown of emerald green, set off with flawless diamonds, and a 
black silk choker with a single polished emerald at her throat. Even in this 
gathering of professionally beautiful women, there was something about her 
that stood out. Not just style and grace, because they all had that, or 
something like it. Perhaps it was that Eleanor seemed to have made less of 
an effort than everyone else, because she didn’t have to. Eleanor Griffin 
was the real thing; and there’s nothing more threatening than that to women 
who had to work hard to be what they were. She was beautiful, poised, and 
effortlessly aristocratic. Three good reasons to hate anyone in this circle. 
But her table was larger than most and surrounded by women who had 
clearly made a considerable effort to appear half as impressive as Eleanor. 
A circle of “friends” who got together regularly to chat and gossip and 
practice one-upwomanship on each other. Ladies who had nothing in 
common except the circles they moved in, who clung together only because 
it was expected of them. 

It’s hard to be friends with anyone when they can disappear at a 
moment’s notice through divorce or disapproval, and never be seen or 
spoken of again. And when they vanish from your circle, all you feel is the 
relief that the bullet missed you, this time... 

I knew some of the faces at Eleanor’s table. There was Jezebel 
Rackham, wife of Big Jake Rackham. Jezebel was tall and blonde and 
magnificently bosomed, with a face like a somewhat vacant child. Big Jake 
took his cut from every sex business that operated in the Nightside, big or 
small. Word is Jezebel used to be one of his main money earners before he 
married her, but of course noone says that out loud anymore. Not if they 
like having knee-caps. Jezebel sat at the table like a child among grown- 
ups, following the conversation without ever joining in, and watching the 
others carefully so she’d know when to laugh. 


Then there was Lucy Lewis, sweet and petite and exotically oriental, 
splendidly outfitted in a midnight dark gown to match her hair and eyes. 
Wife to Uptown Taffy Lewis, so called because he owned most of the land 
that Uptown stood on. Which meant all the famous clubs and bars and 
restaurants relied on his good will to stay in business. Taffy never leased 
anywhere for more than twelve months at a time, and he’d never even heard 
of rent control. Lucy was famous for always having the best gossip, and 
never caring who it hurt. Even if they were sitting right next to her. 

Sally DeVore was matried to Marty DeVore, mostly called Devour, 
though never to his face. No-one has ever been able to prove what it is that 
Marty does for a living, but if anyone ever does there’ ll be a general rush to 
hang him from the nearest lamp-post. Sally was big and brassy, with a loud 
voice and a louder laugh. People always talk louder when they’re afraid. 
Sally was the fourth Mrs. DeVore, and no-one was betting she’d be the last. 

And these were the kind of women Eleanor lunched with. Personally, I’d 
rather go swimming with sharks with a dead cow tied round my neck. 

None of these women had come here alone, of course. Their other halves 
would never let them out on their own; something might happen to them. 
They must be protected from everything, including having too much of the 
wrong kind of fun. Ownership must be shown at all times. So all the ladies’ 
bodyguards and chaperones sat together on their own at a row of tables set 
carefully to one side. They didn’t drink or eat anything, but sat there blank- 
faced and empty-eyed, waiting for something to happen to give them an 
excuse to hurt somebody. They talked to each other now and then, in a 
quiet, desultory way, to pass the time. Interestingly enough, it seemed 
Eleanor had come here accompanied by her latest toy boy, a gorgeous 
young man called Ramon. Ramon was always in the tabloids, photographed 
on the arm of some rich woman or other. None of the bodyguards or 
chaperones were talking to him. They were professionals. But then, in his 
own way, so was Ramon. He sat perfectly casually, staring off into the 
distance, perhaps already considering where in the Tea Room his next meal 
ticket was coming from. I felt obscurely disappointed. Eleanor could have 
done better than Ramon. 

I headed straight for Eleanor’s table, and at every table I passed the 
conversation quieted and stopped, as the women looked to see where I was 
going and who I was going to talk to. By the time I got to Eleanor the whole 
Tea Room had gone quiet, with heads everywhere turning and craning to 


see what would happen. All the bodyguards had gone tense. For the first 
time I could clearly hear the classical music playing in the background. A 
string quartet was committing Mozart with malice aforethought. I stopped 
behind Eleanor, said her name, and she took her time turning round to look 
at me. 

“Oh,” she said. “It’s you, Taylor.” The careless boredom in her voice 
was a work of art. The infamous John Taylor. Again. How very dull... 

“We need to talk,” I said, playing it brusque and mysterious, not to be 
outdone. 

“T don’t think so,” said Eleanor, calmly and dismissively. “I’m busy. 
Some other time, perhaps.” 

The Tea Room loved that. The other women at Eleanor’s table were all 
but wetting themselves, silent and goggle-eyed, wriggling with excitement 
to see her so casually brushing off the disreputable and deliciously 
dangerous John Taylor. She couldn’t have impressed them more if she’d 
shat rubies. 

“There are things you know that I need to know,” I said, playing my role 
to the hilt. 

“What a shame,” said Eleanor. And she turned her back on me. 

“Your father had some very interesting things to say about you,” I said to 
her turned back, and smiled slightly as I saw it stiffen. “Talk to me, Eleanor. 
Or I’ll tell everyone here.” 

She turned around again and considered me coldly. I was bluffing, and 
she had to be pretty sure I was, but she couldn’t take the risk. The Ladies 
Who Lunch thrive on weaknesses exposed, like piranha thrown raw meat. 
And besides, I had to be more interesting than her present company. So 
she’d talk to me and try to find out exactly what I knew, while telling me as 
little as possible in return. I could see all of that in her face...because she let 
me. 

“Tf I must, I must,” she said, an aristocrat being gracious to an underling. 
She smiled sweetly at the women sitting all agog around her table. “Forgive 
me, darlings. Family business. You know how it is.” 

The women smiled and nodded and said all the right things in return, but 
it was clear they couldn’t wait for us to leave so they could start gossiping 
about us. All across the room, every eye watched as I led Eleanor to a 
private booth at the back and settled her in. Conversations rose slowly in 
the Tea Room again. The bodyguards relaxed at their tables, no doubt 


relieved they weren’t going to have to take me on after all. Ramon watched 
me with his cold, dark eyes, and his face showed nothing at all. I sat down 
in the booth opposite Eleanor. 

“Well,” I said, “fancy meeting you here.” 

“We do need to talk,” she said, leaning forward earnestly. “But you 
understand I couldn’t make it easy for you.” 

“Oh, of course,” I said, and wondered where this was going. 

“T wouldn’t want you to think I talk freely to just anyone.” 

“Perish the thought.” 

“Look at them,” she said, gesturing at her table. “Chattering like birds 
because I dared talk back to the infamous John Taylor. If I hadn’t, the 
gossip sheets would have had us in bed together by tomorrow. Some of 
them will anyway just because it’s such a good story.” 

“Perish the thought,” I said again, and she looked at me sharply. I 
grinned, and she smiled suddenly in return. She relaxed a little and sat back 
in her chair. “You’re easier to talk to than I’d thought, Mr. Taylor. And I 
could use someone to talk to.” 

I gestured at Ramon, sitting alone at his table. “Don’t you have him to 
talk to?” 

“T don’t underwrite Ramon’s considerable upkeep for his conversation,” 
she said dryly. “In many ways, he’s still a boy. Pretty enough, and fun to 
play with, but there’s not a lot going on in his head. I prefer my sweeties 
that way. The whole point of toy boys is that you play with them for a 
while, and when you get tired of them you move on to the next toy.” 

“And your husband doesn’t care?” I said. 

“T didn’t marry Marcel for that,” Eleanor said, matter-of-factly. “Daddy 
wants me to be married, because he can still be very old-fashioned about 
some things. Hardly surprising, I suppose, for someone born as long ago as 
he was. You can take the immortal out of the past, but... Daddy believes a 
woman should always be guided by a man. First her father, then a husband. 
And since Daddy Dearest has more important things to concern himself 
with these days, it has to be the husband. It never seems to have occurred to 
him that I only ever marry men who have the good sense to do as they’re 
told, away from Griffin Hall. I wouldn’t marry at all if it weren’t necessary 
to stay on Daddy’s good side... 

“I married Marcel because he makes me laugh. He’s charming and 
civilised and good company...and he doesn’t make demands. He has his 


life, and I have mine, and never the twain shall meet. In the old days, 
Daddy’s formative days, they would have called it a marriage of 
convenience. But since this is the modern age, it’s my convenience that 
matters. What did you want to talk to me about, Mr. Taylor? Daddy didn’t 
tell you anything interesting about me because I’ve gone to great pains to 
make sure he doesn’t know anything interesting about me.” 

“You’d be surprised what I know,” I said, because you have to say 
something. “I’m still trying to get a handle on everyone in the Griffin 
family, so I can work up some theories about who might have kidnapped 
Melissa, and why.” 

Eleanor shrugged. “We’re really not all that complicated. Daddy has his 
business, Mummy lives to be Queen of High Society, William runs away 
and hides whenever Daddy isn’t looking, Melissa is a sanctimonious pain in 
the arse, and my dear little pride and joy Paul won’t come out of his 
bedroom. And there you have the Griffins in a nutshell.” 

“What about you?” I said. “Who are you, Eleanor Griffin?” 

Like her brother, once Eleanor started talking she couldn’t stop. It all 
came tumbling out. Perhaps because it had been such a long time since she 
could talk to anyone honestly, to someone she could trust to keep a secret 
and not pass it on...because they honestly didn’t give a damn. 

“Daddy never had much time for me,” she said, and though she was 
looking at me, her gaze was far away, in the past. “He’s very old-fashioned. 
His son could be an heir, and part of the family business, but not a daughter. 
So I was left much more to my own devices than William ever was. 
Mummy didn’t care, either. She only had me and William to be fashionable. 
So I was brought up by a succession of nannies, tutors, and paid 
companions, all of whom reported back to Daddy. I couldn’t trust any of 
them. I grew up to rely on no-one but myself, and to look out for myself 
first and foremost. Just like Daddy. 

“Down the years I’ve tried to interest myself in lots of things to pass the 
time...There’s so much time to fill when you’re immortal. I’ve tried 
politics, religion, shopping...but none of them ever satisfied for long. For 
the moment I have decided simply to enjoy my money and position and be 
a happy little lotus eater. Does that make me sound terribly shallow?” 

“Why toy boys?” I said, carefully avoiding a question that had no good 
answer. “Word is none of them ever seem to last long...” 


“As the years go by, and I get no older, I’m drawn more and more to 
youth,” said Eleanor. “Real youth, as opposed to this splendid body of mine 
that never ages. Despite all the things I’ve done to it. I dread growing old 
and crotchety, and stuck in my ways...Constant exposure to young thoughts 
and opinions and fashions helps to keep me young at heart. I’Il never be like 
Daddy; for all his years and experience he’s still really no different from the 
medieval trader he originally was. Business is business, no matter what 
century you’re in. He may have assumed aristocratic airs and graces, but 
he’s still stuck in his old ways. Inflexible in his values, even though they 
were formed centuries ago...I don’t ever want to be like that.” 

“What do you want?” I said. 

She smiled briefly. “Damned if I know, Mr. Taylor. I’d quite like to 
inherit Daddy’s money, but not his business. I’Il sell my share in a shot, first 
chance I get. And I don’t want to end up like William, lost in his own 
indulgences. He thinks I don’t know what he gets up to at the Caligula 
Club, but everyone knows...1 want to do something that matters, be 
someone who matters. But no-one will ever see me as anything more than 
the Griffin’s daughter. You have no idea how limiting extreme wealth and 
power can be.” 

“Poor little rich girl,” I said solemnly. “Got everything but happiness and 
peace of mind.” 

She glared at me. “You’re mocking me, Mr. Taylor. And anyone here 
could tell you that’s a very dangerous thing to do.” 

I smiled. “Danger is my business.” 

“Oh please...What do you want, Mr. Taylor?” 

“Well, to start with, I want you to call me John. After that...I want to 
find Melissa. Make sure she’s safe.” 

“And take her home again? Back to Griffin Hall?” 

“Tf that’s what she wants,” I said carefully. 

Eleanor studied me for a moment. “You don’t think she was kidnapped, 
do you? You think she’s a runaway. I have to say, it wouldn’t surprise me. 
But, as and when you do find her, you won’t take her back against her will 
because that would be against your principles, right?” 

“Right,” I said. 

She smiled at me dazzlingly. “I like you rather better for that, John. 
You’re actually ready to defy the Griffin himself, to his face? He’s had 
people killed for less. Perhaps you really are everything they say you are.” 


“No,” I said. “No-one could be everything they say I am.” 

She laughed briefly again. “You have no idea how refreshing it is to talk 
to someone...real. You don’t give a damn that I’m a Griffin, do you?” 

“No,” I said honestly. “I’ve fought worse, in my time.” 

“Yes...you probably have. You didn’t take this case for the money, 
either, did you? You actually do want to find Melissa.” 

“Well,” I said honestly, “the money helped.” 

And then we both looked round as Ramon appeared at the entrance to 
our private booth. He was tall and well built inside his expensive suit, and 
he held himself like he might have been a fighter at some time. He glared at 
me coldly, ignoring Eleanor. 

“Who do you think you are, Taylor? Walking in here like you have a 
right to be here and ordering your betters about? Eleanor, you don’t have to 
say anything to him. I know his kind—all bluff and reputation.” 

“Like you want to be?” I said. “Before you realised how much hard 
work was involved and how much easier it was to use your pretty face and 
manners to trade up for a better life? Go and sit at your table again, like a 
good boy. Eleanor will come and collect you when she’s ready.” 

“That’s right, Ramon,” said Eleanor. “No-one’s forcing me to do 
anything. It’s sweet of you to be concerned, but...” 

“Shut up,” said Ramon, and Eleanor stared blankly at him as though 
he’d just slapped her. Ramon turned his glare on her. “This isn’t about you, 
for once. It’s about me. How do you think it makes me look when you 
ignore me to smile and simper with street scum like him?” 

“Ramon,” I said, and something in my voice jerked his attention back to 
me. “I understand the need to make a good showing in front of your woman 
and your...peers, but really, don’t push your luck.” 

He snarled at me, and suddenly a long stiletto blade shone brightly in his 
hand. It had the look of a professional weapon, probably hidden in a 
forearm sheath. He held the blade like he knew what to do with it, and I sat 
very still. Eleanor stared at Ramon as though she’d never seen him before. 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing, Ramon? Don’t be stupid! Put 
that thing away immediately!” 

He ignored her, caught up in his anger and the drama of the moment. 
The whole Tea Room had gone quiet, everyone looking at us, at him, and he 
knew it and loved it. He sniggered loudly. 


“They say you have werewolf blood in you, Taylor. Let’s see how well 
you do against a silver blade. My guess is you’ll bleed just like anyone else 
when I cut your nuts off and make you eat them.” 

I stood up, and he fell back in spite of himself. I fixed him with my gaze, 
holding his eyes with mine, despite everything he could do to look away. I 
stepped out of the booth, and he stumbled backwards, still unable to wrench 
his gaze away. He was whimpering now, as slow bloody tears began to ooze 
out from under his eyelids. The silver stiletto slipped from his numbing 
fingers as I stared him down. And then one of the bodyguards appeared out 
of nowhere from my blind side and threw his cup of coffee right into my 
face. I cried out as the scalding liquid burned my face and temporarily 
blinded me. I scrabbled frantically at my face with my hands, trying to clear 
my sight. I could hear other footsteps approaching. 

Eleanor brushed past me as she launched herself out of the booth and put 
herself between me and Ramon. I heard her yelling at him and at others I 
couldn’t see yet. The accustomed authority in her voice was holding them 
back, but I didn’t know for how long. I knuckled savagely at my tearing 
eyes, and finally my sight returned. My face still stung painfully, but I 
ignored it. All the bodyguards had left their tables to form a pack behind 
Ramon. They scented blood in the water and a chance to bring down the 
infamous John Taylor. And, of course, a chance to look like real men in 
front of their women. If they could take down John Taylor, they could name 
their own prices in the future. 

They were jostling each other uneasily for position, all eager for the 
chance to get a crack at me, but not that eager to be the first. They had no 
weapons, but they all looked happy at the chance of a little excitement, of 
handing out a vicious beating to an upstart who didn’t know his place. I 
straightened up and glared at them, and a few actually fell back rather than 
face my gaze. Ramon flinched, bloody tear marks still drying on his face. 
Then he quickly got his confidence back as he realised I couldn’t stare him 
down again. Eleanor was still standing between me and the pack, hands on 
hips and head held high as she berated them all impartially. 

“This man is my guest! He has my protection and my father’s! And I 
will talk with whoever I damn well feel like, Ramon!” 

“He shouldn’t be here,” said Ramon, his voice thick with the 
anticipation of violence. “He doesn’t belong here.” 


“Neither do you,” Eleanor said coldly. “But I brought you in anyway. 
Though God knows what I ever thought I saw in you. Get out, Ramon. It’s 
over. And don’t you dare make a fuss, or I won’t write you a reference.” 

“Just like that?” said Ramon. “Just like all the others? No...I don’t think 
so. I think I’ll leave you a little something to remember me by.” He slapped 
her hard across the face. Eleanor stumbled backwards, one hand pressed to 
her reddened cheek. Ramon smiled. “You have no idea how long I’ve 
wanted to do that. Now stay out of my way. You don’t want to get blood on 
your new dress.” He turned his cold gaze back to me. “Come on, boys, it’s 
fun time.” 

While he was still talking, I stepped forward and kneed him in the groin. 
He made a sick, breathless sound and folded over, so I rabbit-punched him 
on the back of the neck to help him on his way to the floor. The pack of 
bodyguards surged forward, shouting angrily, and they were all over me. 
Punches came at me from every direction at once, and I all I could do was 
get my head down and my shoulders up and take it, riding out the blows as 
best I could and concentrating on staying on my feet. If I went down, they’d 
all take turns putting the boot in, and I wouldn’t get up from that. I didn’t 
think they’d deliberately kill me, for fear of incurring the Griffin’s anger, 
but accidents have been known to happen when the blood’s up. 

Luckily they weren’t used to fighting in a group. Body-guarding is more 
about protecting the client, and one-on-one intimidation. They got in each 
other’s way in their eagerness to get at me, and they were too eager to get 
their own blows in to think of co-operating. I concentrated on getting my 
hands into my coat-pockets. I keep all kinds of useful things there. The 
bodyguards hit and kicked me, but I didn’t go down. People (and others) 
have been trying to kill me ever since I was a child, and I’m still here. 

I pulled a whizz-bang out of my left pocket and threw it onto the floor. It 
exploded in a burst of brilliant light, and the bodyguards fell back, cursing 
and blinking furiously. Which gave me all the time I needed to draw a small 
brown human bone out of my right pocket and show it to the bodyguards. 
They all stood very still, and I grinned nastily. 

“That’s right, boys. This is a pointing bone. All I have to do is point and 
say the Word, and whoever I’m pointing it at will be going home in a coffin. 
So pick up what’s left of Ramon, and get the hell out of my sight.” 

“You’re bluffing,” said one of the bodyguards, but he didn’t sound as 
though he meant it. 


“Don’t be an idiot,” said the man beside him. “That’s John bloody 
Taylor. He doesn’t need to bluff.” 

They picked up Ramon and hauled him out of the Tea Room. All the 
ladies watched in silence, then looked back at me. A few looked like they 
would have liked to applaud. I turned my back on the room, and Eleanor 
helped me sit down in the private booth again. I sat down hard, breathing 
heavily. I hurt pretty much everywhere. Taking a beating gets harder as you 
get older. At least I hadn’t lost any teeth this time. I hate that. I put the bone 
away and looked at Eleanor. 

“Thanks for standing up for me.” 

“T absolutely hate and loathe machismo,” she said. 

“But you were pretty impressive there. Was that a genuine aboriginal 
pointing bone? I always understood the real thing is pretty hard to find.” 

“They are,” I said. 

“Then you were bluffing?” 

“Maybe,” I said. “I'll never tell.” 

“Your face was badly burned,” she said, studying me closely. “I saw it. 
But now all the burns are gone. And anyone else would have needed an 
ambulance after a beating like that. But not you. Do you really have 
werewolf blood in you, Mr. Taylor?” 

“Something like that,” I said. “And it’s John, remember? Now, where 
were we...Ah yes, Melissa. Tell me about Melissa, Eleanor.” 

Pll never know what she might have said then, because we were 
interrupted again. This time by an oversized goon squeezed into a bright red 
messenger’s outfit, complete with gold braid. He didn’t look at all 
comfortable in it and squirmed surreptitiously as he bowed jerkily to 
Eleanor, ignoring me. He then made a big deal of presenting her with a 
sealed envelope on a silver platter. There was no name on the envelope. 
Eleanor picked it up and looked at the messenger. 

“Bearer waits,” he said, in a rough and distinctly unmessenger-like tone. 
“There’s a car outside.” 

Eleanor ripped open the envelope and studied the single sheet of paper 
within. I leaned forward, but all I could make out was a handwritten 
message by someone who had clearly never even heard of penmanship. 

“Oh how dreary,” she said, dropping the message onto the table like a 
dead fish. “It seems my dear Marcel has got himself in trouble again. You 
know he gambles? Of course you do. Everybody knows. I don’t know why 


he’s so keen on it; he’s never been any good. All the reputable houses won’t 
let him through their doors these days, not since Daddy made it very clear 
that he wouldn’t underwrite Marcel’s debts anymore. I really thought that 
might knock some sense into him, but I should have known better. It seems 
Marcel has been sneaking off to some of the nastier little clubs, where 
they’ Il let absolutely anybody in, and running up his debts there. And while 
these...people are smart enough to realise they can’t dun my father for 
Marcel’s losses, they do seem to think they can pressure me.” 

“What do they want?” I said, ignoring the messenger goon. 

“Apparently, if I don’t go with the messenger right now, in his no-doubt- 
pokey little car, to discuss the repayment of Marcel’s debts, they’ll send my 
husband back to me one small piece at a time until I do. He won’t die. He’s 
immortal now, like me, but that just means his suffering could be infinitely 
extended...It’s such a bother, but I’d better go.” 

“That might not be entirely wise,” I said carefully. 

“Then they’d have two hostages with which to extort money from your 
father. And while he wouldn’t pay up for Marcel, he would for you.” 

“They wouldn’t dare threaten me! Would they?” 

“Look at the state of the thing they sent as a messenger,” I said. “These 
people don’t impress me as being a particularly up-market operation.” 

“T have to go,” said Eleanor. “He’s my husband.” 

“Then I’d better go with you,” I said. “I have some experience in dealing 
with these sorts of people.” 

“Of course,” said Eleanor. “They’re from your world, aren’t they? Very 
well. Stick around and look menacing, and try not to get in my way while | 
negotiate.” 

“Perish the thought,” I said. I turned my gaze on the messenger, and he 
shuffled his feet uneasily. “Talk to me,” I said. “Who do you work for?” 

“!’m not supposed to answer questions,” the goon said unhappily. 
“Bearer waits. Car outside. That’s all I’m supposed to say.” 

“But ’m John Taylor, and I want to know. So tell me, or I’ll tum you 
into something small and squishy and jump up and down on you.” 

The messenger swallowed hard and didn’t know what to do with his 
hands. “I work for Herbert Libby,” he said hoarsely. “At the Roll a Dice 
club, casino, and bar. It’s a high-class place. Real cuisine and no spitting on 
the floor.” 


“Never heard of it,” I said to Eleanor. “And I’ve heard of everywhere 
that matters. So, let’s go and talk with Mr. Libby and explain to him what a 
really bad idea this was.” I glared at the messenger. “Lead the way. And 
don’t try anything funny. We won’t laugh.” 


We left Hecate’s Tea Room, accompanied by many gossiping voices. The 
bodyguards were back at their tables and sulking quietly, but the Ladies 
Who Lunched were ecstatic. They hadn’t known this much excitement in 
their lives in years. There was indeed a car waiting outside. Small, black, 
and anonymous, it stood out awkwardly among the shimmering stretch 
limousines waiting patiently for the ladies inside. The uniformed chauffeurs 
stopped talking together over a passed round hand-rolled, and looked down 
their noses at the goon in the messenger suit. Eleanor’s chauffeur actually 
stepped forward and raised an eyebrow inquiringly, but Eleanor told him to 
take the limousine back to Griffin Hall. She’d find her own way home. The 
chauffeur looked at the messenger, then at me, and I could see he didn’t like 
it, but, as always, he did what he was told. Eleanor stalked over to the small 
black car, stood by the back door, and glared at the messenger until he 
hurried forward to open it for her. She slipped elegantly into the back of the 
car, and I got in after her. The messenger eased his feelings by slamming 
the door shut behind me, and clambered in behind the wheel. 

“The Roll a Dice,” Eleanor said coldly, “and step on it. I have things to 
be about.” 

The messenger made a low, unhappy sound, and we pulled out into the 
traffic. 

“T know it’s going to be one of those pokey little places, with sawdust on 
the floor and back rooms full of cigar smoke, where the cards are so 
crooked it’s a wonder the dealer can shuffle them,” said Eleanor. “Marcel 
must really be running out of bolt-holes if he’s been reduced to the likes of 
the Roll a Dice.” 

“Hey,” protested the messenger, “it’s a good club. Got acoustics and 
everything.” 

“Watch the road,” I said. “And anyway, it should be the Roll a Die. Dice 
is plural, die is singular.” 

“What?” 

“Oh shut up and drive,” I said. 


The Nightside traffic flowed past us, including a lot of things that 
weren’t really traffic, driven by things that didn’t even look like people. 
There are no traffic lights in the Nightside and no speed limits. As a result, 
driving isn’t so much a journey as evolution in action. The bigger prey on 
the smaller, and only the strongest survive to reach their destination. 
Significantly, no-one bothered us. Which meant someone must have lashed 
out a fair amount of money for some decent protection magics for the car. 
The goon undid the collar and first few buttons of his messenger suit so he 
could concentrate better as he drove. 

We soon left Uptown behind and quickly turned off into the darker, 
lesser-used streets, where sleaze and decay weren’t so much a style as a 
way of life. The Nightside has its own bottom feeders, and they’re nastier 
than most. The neon signs fell away because this wasn’t the kind of area 
where you wanted to advertise your presence. People might be looking for 
you. These were the kinds of clubs and bars you heard about by word of 
mouth, where everything was permitted because nobody cared. Enter at 
your own risk, mind your own business, and think yourself lucky if you 
came out even at the end of the game. 

The car finally lurched to a halt before a row of dingy joints that were 
only a step up from hole-in-the-wall merchants. Blank doors and painted- 
out windows, with nothing to recommend them but the gaudy names they 
gave themselves. Rosie’s Repose, the Pink Pelican, the Roll a Dice. The 
messenger goon got out of the car, started towards the club, then 
remembered. He hurried back to open the back door for Eleanor. He 
wouldn’t have done it for me. Eleanor stalked past him to the club, not even 
deigning to look about her. The messenger hurried to get to the club door 
ahead of her, leaving me to get out of the car and close the door behind me. 
The goon made a real production out of his secret knock, and the door 
Swung open to reveal a gorilla in a huge tuxedo. It was a real mountain 
gorilla, a silverback, with a long, pink scar across his forehead to show 
where the brain implants had gone in. It nodded familiarly to the messenger, 
looked Eleanor and me over carefully, and gave us both a sniff for good 
measure before turning abruptly to lead us into the club. The door slammed 
shut behind us with nobody touching it, but that probably came as standard 
in an area like this. 

The room before us was silent and gloomy, closed down. Chairs had 
been put up on the tables, and the roulette wheel was covered with a cloth. 


The bar was sealed off behind a heavy metal grille. The floor was bare 
wood, no sawdust. The room stank of sweat and smoke and desperation. 
This wasn’t the kind of place where people gambled for pleasure. This was 
a place for addicts and junkies, for whom every card, every roll of the dice 
or spin of the wheel was a matter of life and death. 

There weren’t any staff around. Not even a cleaner. The owner must 
have sent everybody home. Presumably Mr. Herbert Libby didn’t want any 
witnesses for whatever might happen now the Griffin’s daughter had arrived 
to join her erring husband. The gorilla led us through the room, out the 
back, and down a steep set of stairs. The messenger goon brought up the 
rear. We emerged into a bare stone cellar, a brightly lit space with bare 
walls, piles of crates and stacked boxes, and a handful of men standing 
around one man tied to a chair. The stone floor around the chair was 
splashed with blood. The man in the chair was, of course, Marcel, or what 
was left of him. 

He raised his head slowly to look at Eleanor and me. He might have 
been glad to see us, but it was hard to tell past the mess they’d made of his 
face. His eyes were swollen shut, his nose had been broken and bent to one 
side, and his lips were cracked and bloody. They’d cut off his left ear. Blood 
soaked his left shoulder and all down the front of his shirt. Marcel’s 
breathing was slow and heavy, interspersed with low moans of pain and 
half-snoring noises through his ruined nose. Eleanor made a low, shocked 
noise and started forward, but I grabbed her arm and held her still. No point 
in giving these scumbags what they wanted this early in the game. 

One of the thugs standing in the semicircle beyond the chair stepped 
forward, and it was easy to identify him as the boss, Herbert Libby. He was 
large and blocky, fat over muscle, with a square, brutal face and a shaven 
skull to hide the fact that he was going bald. He wore an expensive suit as 
though he’d just thrown it on, and his large hands were heavy with gold and 
silver rings. He had the look of a man who liked to indulge himself, 
preferably at someone else’s expense. There was blood on his hands, and 
his cuffs were soaked red. He smiled easily at Eleanor, but it was a cold 
thing that didn’t touch his eyes. He ignored me to glare at the goon in the 
messenger suit. 

“Charlie, I told you to bring back Eleanor Griffin. What is John Taylor 
doing here? Did I ask you to bring back John Taylor?” 


The messenger squirmed unhappily under his boss’s gaze. “Well, no, Mr. 
Libby, but...” 

“Then what is he doing here, Charlie?” 

“T don’t know, Mr. Libby! He sort of...invited himself.” 

“We’|l talk about this later, Charlie.” Libby finally deigned to notice me. 
He nodded briefly, but didn’t smile. “Mr. John Taylor. Well, we are 
honoured. Welcome to my very own little den of iniquity. I’m afraid you’re 
not seeing us at our best, at the present. Me and the boys got a little carried 
away, expressing our displeasure with Marcel. I do like to think of myself 
as a hands-on kind of manager...And since I’m the owner of the Roll a 
Dice, I take it very personally when some aristocratic nonce comes strolling 
in here with the express purpose of cheating me out of my hard-earned...” 

“My husband doesn’t cheat,” Eleanor said flatly. “He may be the worst 
gambler that ever lived, but he doesn’t cheat.” 

“He came in here to play without the money to cover his bets, or the 
means to pay off his debts,” said Libby. “I call that cheating. And no-one 
cheats me and lives to boast of it. I do like to think of myself as a 
reasonable and understanding sort, but I can’t let anyone get away with 
cheating me. That would be bad for business and my reputation. Which is 
why we are using Marcel here to send a message to any and all who might 
think they can welch on a debt and get away with it. What are you doing 
here, Mr. Taylor, exactly?” 

“!’m with Eleanor,” I said. “Her father asked me to see that she got 
home safely.” 

“The Griffin himself! What a thrill it must be, to move in such exalted 
circles!” Libby smiled again, like a shark showing its teeth. “You and he 
have both made a name for yourself in the Nightside, as people it is very 
dangerous to cross. But you know what, Mr. Taylor? Uptown reputations 
don’t mean anything down here. Down here you can do anything you want 
if you can get away with it. It’s a dog-eat-dog world, and I am top dog.” 

“Tf ?'d known, I’d have brought you some biscuits,” I said brightly. “I 
could throw something for you to fetch if you want.” 

The other thugs stared blankly. People didn’t talk like that to Mr. Libby. 

“Funny man,” Libby said dispassionately. “We get a lot of those in here. 
But I’m the one who ends up laughing.” 

He grabbed Marcel’s bloody chin and forced the battered face up so I 
could see it more clearly. Marcel moaned softly, but didn’t struggle. All the 


resistance had been beaten out of him. 

“We get all sorts in here,” said Libby, turning Marcel’s face back and 
forth so he could admire his handiwork. “They come into my club, big and 
bold and full of themselves, and they throw all their money away at cards or 
dice or at the wheel, and when the time comes to make good, surprise 
surprise, they haven’t got the money on them. And they expect me to be 
reasonable. Well, reasonable is as reasonable does, Mr. Taylor. I extended 
Marcel here a longer-than-usual run of credit because he assured me his 
father-in-law would be good for his debts. However, when I take the quite 
reasonable precaution of contacting Mr. Griffin about this, he denies this. 
He is, in fact, quite rude to me. So, if Marcel can’t pay, and the Griffin 
won’t...where am I going to get my money?” 

“Don’t tell me,” I said. “You have a plan.” 

“Of course. I always have a plan. That’s why I’m top dog of this 
particular dung heap. I was going to show Eleanor what I’d done to her 
deadbeat husband, then send her home to Daddy with her husband’s ear in a 
box so she could plead for enough money to save him further pain. Fathers 
are often more indulgent with their daughters than they are with their sons- 
in-law; especially when the daughters are crying.” 

“My father will have you skinned for this,” Eleanor said firmly. “Marcel 
is family.” 

Libby just shrugged. “Let him send his heavies down here if he likes, 
and we’|l send them back to him in pieces. No-one bothers us on our own 
territory. Now where was I...Oh yes, the change in plans. I will keep you 
and Marcel here, while Mr. Taylor goes back to Griffin Hall to beg your 
father for enough money to ransom your miserable lives. And Mr. Taylor 
had better be very persuasive, because I’m pretty sure even an immortal 
will die if you cut them into enough small pieces...” 

“You really think you can take on the Griffin?” I said. 

“He could send a whole army in here.” 

“Let him,” said Libby. “Him and his kind, they know nothing about life 
down here. We stand together, down here. It’s dog-eat-dog, but every man 
against the outsider. If the Griffin turns up here mob-handed, he’ll find a 
real army waiting to meet him. And no-one fights dirtier than us. I 
guarantee you, Mr. Taylor; if the Griffin makes a fight of this, I will take out 
my displeasure on Eleanor and Marcel, and he’ll be able to hear their 
screams all the way up on Griffin Hall. And what I’ll leave of them he 


wouldn’t want back. So, he’ll pay up, to save the expense of a war he can’t 
win. He is, after all, a businessman. Just like me.” 

“My father is nothing like you,” said Eleanor, and her voice cut at him 
like a knife. “Marcel, can you hear me, darling?” 

Somehow Marcel found the strength to jerk his chin out of Libby’s hand 
and turn his bloody face to look at Eleanor. His voice was slow and slurred 
and painful. 

“You shouldn’t have come here, Eleanor. The service is terrible.” 

“Why did you come here?” 

“They wouldn’t take my bets anywhere else. Your father saw to that. So 
this is all his fault, really.” 

“Hush, dear,” said Eleanor. “Mr. Taylor and I will get you out of here.” 

“Good,” said Marcel. “The place really has gone to the dogs.” 

Libby back-handed him across the face, hard enough to send fresh blood 
flying through the air. Eleanor made a shocked sound. She wasn’t used to 
such casual brutality. I looked at Libby. 

“Don’t do that again.” 

Libby automatically lifted his hand to hit Marcel again, only to hesitate 
as something in my gaze got through to him. He flushed briefly, lowering 
his hand. He wasn’t used to having his wishes thwarted. He looked at the 
messenger goon. 

“Charlie, bring the lady over here so she can get a close-up look at what 
we’ve done to her better half.” 

The messenger grabbed Eleanor’s arm. She produced a small silver 
canister from somewhere and sprayed its contents in the goon’s face. He 
howled horribly and crashed to the floor, clawing at his eyes with both 
hands. I looked at Eleanor, and she smiled sweetly. 

“Mace, with added holy water. Mummy gave it to me. A girl should 
always be prepared, she said. After all, there are times when a girl just 
doesn’t feel like being molested.” 

“Quite right,” I said. 

Libby actually growled at us, like a dog before regaining his composure. 
“I saw you in action, Mr. Taylor, during the Lilith War. Most impressive. 
But that was then, and this is now, and this is my place. Due to the nature of 
my business, I have found it necessary to install all kinds of protective 
magics here. The best money can buy. Nothing happens here that I don’t 
want to. Down here, in my place, there’s no-one bigger than me.” 


“A gambling den, soaked in hidden magics?” I said. “I am shocked, I tell 
you, shocked. You’ll be telling me next your games of chance aren’t 
entirely on the up and up.” 

“Gamblers only come here when they’ve been thrown out of everywhere 
else,” said Libby. “They know the odds are bent in my favour, but they 
can’t afford to care. And there never was a gambler who didn’t know he 
was good enough to beat even a rigged game. But enough of this pleasant 
chit-chat, Mr. Taylor. It’s time to get down to business. You keep Eleanor 
under control while I carve a decent-sized piece off Marcel for you to take 
back to the Griffin. What do you think he’d be most easily able to identify, 
a finger or an eye?” 

“Don’t touch him,” I said. “Or there will be...consequences.” 

“You’re nothing down here,” Libby said savagely. 

“And just for that, I think Pll cut something off Eleanor, too, for you to 
take back to her father.” 

He raised his right hand to show me the scalpel in it, and smiled. The 
other thugs grinned and elbowed each other, anticipating a show. And I 
raised my hand to show them the piece of human bone I’d shown in 
Hecate’s Tea Room. Everyone stood very still. 

“This,” I said, “is an aboriginal pointing bone. Very old, very basic 
magic. I point, and you die. So, who goes first?” 

“This is my place,” said Libby, still smiling. “I’m protected, and you’re 
bluffing, Taylor.” 

I stabbed the bone at Libby and muttered the Words, and he fell dead to 
the floor. 

“Not always,” I said. 

The remaining thugs looked at the dead body of their erstwhile boss, 
looked at me, then looked at each other. One of them knelt beside Libby 
and tried to find a pulse. He looked up and shook his head, and the other 
thugs immediately knelt and started going through Libby’s pockets. They 
weren’t interested in us anymore. I still covered them with the pointing 
bone while Eleanor produced a delicate little ladies’ knife from somewhere 
and cut the ropes holding Marcel to his chair. He tried to stand up and fell 
forward into Eleanor’s waiting arms as his legs failed him. She held him up 
long enough for me to get there, and together we half led, half carried him 
out of the cellar and up into the main room of the Roll a Dice. Noone tried 
to follow us. 


“So you weren’t bluffing in the Tea Room,” Eleanor said as we headed 
for the door. 

“Sort of,” I said. “I’ve never actually used the bone before. I wasn’t 
entirely sure it was what I thought it was. I stole it from old blind Pew, 
years ago.” 

Eleanor looked at me. “What would you have done if it hadn’t worked?” 

“Improvised,” I said. 


Eleanor drove the goon’s car back to Hecate’s Tea Room, where she called 
for a limousine to take Marcel back to Griffin Hall. I did suggest an 
ambulance might be more appropriate, but Eleanor wouldn’t hear of it. 
He’d be safer at the Hall, and that was all that mattered. Marcel was an 
immortal, so he couldn’t die, and he’d heal quicker in familiar 
surroundings. 

“And besides,” said Eleanor, “the Griffin family keeps its secrets to 
itself.” 

The limousine arrived in a few minutes and took Marcel away. The 
liveried chauffeur didn’t even raise an eyebrow at Marcel’s condition. 
Eleanor and I went back into the Tea Room and sat down again in our 
private booth. The storm of gossip over our reappearance was practically 
deafening. 

“Thanks for the help,” said Eleanor. “I could have called Daddy, but he 
always favours the scorched earth policy when it comes to threats against 
the family. And I’m not ready to lose Marcel, just yet.” 

“So,” I said, “tell me about Melissa.” 

Eleanor pulled a face. “You are persistent, aren’t you? I suppose I do 
owe you something...and unlike my dear husband, I always pay my debts. 
So, Melissa...I can’t tell you much about her because I don’t know much. 
I’m not sure anyone does, really. Melissa...is a very private, very quiet 
person. The kind who spends a lot of time living inside her own head. 
Reads a lot, studies...She does talk to Jeremiah, though don’t ask me about 
what. They spend a lot of time together, in private. 

“T never cared much about her, to be honest. I was always more 
concerned with my Paul. I moved back into the Hall so I could be close to 
him. I wasn’t going to lose my son to the Griffin. What little I do know of 
Melissa is only because she and Paul have always been close. They spend a 
lot of time in each other’s rooms...Because they grew up together in the 


Hall, they see themselves as brother and sister. Though my Paul never took 
to Jeremiah the way Melissa did. I saw to that. I didn’t give up on my child, 
like William did.” She smiled wistfully. “Paul and I were very close when 
he was small. Now that he’s a teenager it’s all I can do to get him to come 
out of his room.” 

“IT didn’t get to meet him,” I said. “But I talked to him, through his 
bedroom door. He seemed.. highly strung.” 

Eleanor shrugged angrily. “He’s a teenager. For me, that’s so long ago I 
can barely remember what it was like. I try to be understanding, but...he’Il 
get over it. I raised Paul to be his own man, not Jeremiah’s. I just wish he’d 
talk to me more...” 

“Do you believe Melissa was kidnapped?” I said bluntly. 

“Oh yes,” said Eleanor, not hesitating for a moment. 

“But it must have been done with inside help to get past all the security. 
Not anyone in the family. I’d know. More likely one of the servants.” 

“How about Hobbes?” I said. “He seems to know everything there is to 
know about the Hall’s security. And he is a bit...” 

“Creepy?” said Eleanor. “Damned right. Can’t stand the fellow, myself. 
He sneaks around, and you never hear him coming. Gives himself airs and 
graces, just because he’s the butler. But no...Hobbes is Jeremiah’s man, 
body and soul. Always has been. What bothers me is that there hasn’t been 
any ransom demand yet.” 

“Maybe they’re still working out how much to ask for,” I said. 

“Maybe. Or perhaps they believe they can find the secret of Griffin 
immortality by interrogating her. Or dissecting her. The fools.” She looked 
at me appealingly and put her hand on top of mine. “John, I might not be as 
close to Melissa as I should, but I still wouldn’t want anything like that to 
happen to her. You rescued Marcel for me. Rescue my niece. Whatever it 
takes.” 

“Even though her return could disinherit you?” I said. 

“That’s only a whim on Daddy’s part,” Eleanor said flatly. She drew her 
hand back from mine, but her gaze was just as steady. “He’s testing William 
and me, to see how we’ ll react. He’ll change his mind. Or I’ll change it for 
him.” She smiled suddenly, like a mischievous child. “William never did 
understand how to work our father. He always had to go head to head, and 
you never get anywhere with Daddy like that. He’s had centuries to build up 
his stubbornness. And William...has never been strong. I know how to get 


Daddy to do what I want, without him ever realising that it’s my idea and 
not his. Which is why I have a life of my own, away from the family and 
the family business, and a child of my own, and poor William doesn’t.” 

“There is a story,” I said carefully, “about an adult grand-child leading to 
the Griffin’s death...” 

“No-one believes that old story!” said Eleanor, not even bothering to 
hide her scorn. “Or at least, no-one who matters. Do you think for one 
moment I’d let my Paul live in the Hall with the Griffin if I thought he was 
in any danger? No, that story is one of the many legends that have grown up 
around my family and my father, down the centuries. Most of them 
contradictory. I think Daddy encourages them. The more stories there are, 
the less chance there is that someone might discover the truth. Whatever it 
might be. I don’t know. I don’t think anyone does anymore, except Daddy.” 

She paused, and looked at me in a thoughtful, considering way. “I find 
myself...drawn to you, John Taylor. You’re the first man I’ve met in a long 
time who genuinely doesn’t seem to give a damn about my family’s wealth, 
or power. Who isn’t scared shitless of my father. Do you have any idea how 
rare that is? Every one of my husbands all but fainted the first time I 
dragged them into the great man’s presence. Could it be that I’ve finally 
found a real man, after so many boys...?” 

“T!’m hard to impress,” I said. “You never met my mother...And you 
should remember that I’m only passing through your life, Eleanor. I have no 
intention of staying. I have my own life and a woman I share it with. I’m 
just here to do a job.” 

Eleanor put her hand on top of mine again. There was a sense of 
pressure, not unpleasant, as though she could hold me there by force. “Are 
you sure I can’t tempt you, John?” 

I gently but firmly pulled my hand out from under hers. “You haven’t 
met my Suzie. Has it ever occurred to you, Eleanor, that what you’re 
looking for isn’t a man, but another Daddy?” 

“T am never that obvious,” said Eleanor, not insulted. 

“Or that shallow.” 

“T don’t have time for this,” I said, not unkindly. “I have to find Melissa, 
and I’m on a very tight deadline. I can’t help feeling I’m missing 
something...I’ve talked to everyone in your family now, except Paul. You 
said he and Melissa were very close. If I were to go back to the Hall, would 
you happen to have a spare key to his bedroom?” 


“He isn’t there right now,” said Eleanor, looking away for the first time. 
“He has...friends he goes to see. At this club...He thinks I don’t know. If I 
tell you where to find him, John, you have to promise me you’|l be gentle 
with him. Treat him kindly. He is very precious to me.” 

“T shall be politeness itself,” I said. “I can be civilised, when I have to 
be. There just isn’t much call for it, in my line of business.” 

“You have to promise me you won’t tell anyone else,” Eleanor insisted. 
“People wouldn’t understand.” 

I put on my most trustworthy face. Eleanor didn’t look entirely 
convinced, but she finally told me the name of the club, and at once I 
understood a lot more about Paul Griffin. I knew the club. I’d been there 
before. 

“Tt’s so good to have had a real conversation, for a change,” said 
Eleanor, a little wistfully. “To actually talk about something that matters...” 
She looked out of our booth at the Ladies Who Lunch, and her gaze was not 
kind. “You have no idea how lonely you can feel, in the middle of a crowd, 
when you know you have nothing in common with any of them. Some days, 
I could turn my back on the family and walk away from it all. Make a new 
life for myself. But I couldn’t leave Paul to my father’s mercies...and 
besides, I don’t know how to do poor. So I guess I’ ll go on being a goldfish 
in a bowl, swimming round and round, forever. I enjoyed meeting you, John 
Taylor. You’re...different.” 

“Oh yes,” I said. “Really. You have no idea.” 


SEVEN 


Divas! Las Vegas! 


here are all kinds of clubs in Uptown, and Divas! is perhaps the most 

famous. Certainly the most glamorous, Divas! is where men go to get 
in touch with their feminine side by dressing up in drag as their favourite 
female singing sensations. They then channel their idols’ talents so they can 
get up on the big raised stage and sing their little hearts out. At Divas! girls 
just want to have fun. 

I’d been to the club once before, during the Nightingale case, but I was 
hoping the management had forgotten about that by now. It wasn’t my fault 
all the trannies got possessed by outside forces, attacked me and my friends, 
and we were forced to trash the place. Well, technically, yes it was my fault; 
but for once I was pretty sure I had the moral high ground as I did save the 
day, eventually. It really wasn’t my fault that the club had to be practically 
rebuilt from the ground up afterwards. 

I stood outside Divas! and looked the place over. It looked as I 
remembered it—loud, overstated, and tacky as all hell. That much flashing 
neon in one place should be declared illegal on mental health grounds. You 
couldn’t criticise the club’s taste because it gloried in the fact that it didn’t 
have any, but I still felt the neon figures over the door engaged in what I’d 
thought at first was a sword-swallowing act was way over the top. 

Bright young things and gorgeous young creatures sauntered and 
sashayed through the main entrance. They came in groups and cliques, in 
ones and twos, laughing and chattering and arm in arm, their heads held 


high. This was their place, their dream, their heaven on earth. And this... 
was Paul Griffin’s club. I wondered what (or who) he’d look like when I 
finally tracked him down. 

I strolled casually towards the main entrance, feeling positively dingy in 
my plain white trench coat, hoping against hope that I wouldn’t run into 
anyone who was involved in the previous...unpleasantness. The big and 
burly bouncer at the door was Ann-Margaret, in a leopard-skin print leotard, 
a flaming red wig, and surprisingly understated makeup. The illusion was 
fairly convincing, until you got close enough to spot the over-developed 
biceps. He moved quickly to block my way, a distinctly unfeminine scowl 
darkening his face. 

“You are not coming in,” the Ann-Margaret said flatly. “You are banned, 
John Taylor, banned and barred and banished from this club for the rest of 
your unnatural life. We’d excommunicate you and burn you in effigy if we 
thought you’d care. You are never setting foot in Divas! ever again, not 
even if you get reincarnated. We’ve only just got the place looking nice 
again. And even you can’t force your way in now, not with all the really 
neat new protections we’ve had installed since you were here last. I have 
new and important weapons to use against you! Mighty weapons! Powerful 
weapons!” 

“Then why aren’t you using them?” I asked, reasonably. 

The Ann-Margaret shifted uneasily on his high-heeled feet. “Because 
there are a lot of really nasty rumours going around just now as to how you 
really won the Lilith War. They say you did some really awful things, even 
for you. They say you burned down the Street of the Gods and ate Merlin’s 
heart.” 

“Does that really sound like something you think I’d do?” I said. 

“Hell, yes! Whatever happened to Sister Morphine? What happened to 
Tommy Oblivion? Why have their bodies never been found?” 

“Trust me,” I said calmly, “you really don’t want to know. I did what I 
had to, but I couldn’t save everyone. Now let me in, or I’Il set fire to your 
wig.” 

“Beast!” hissed the Ann-Margaret. “Bully.” But he still stepped aside to 
let me pass. The painted and powdered peacocks waiting to get in watched 
in disapproving silence as I entered the club, but I didn’t look back. They 
can sense fear. The hatcheck girl in her little art deco cubicle was a 1960s 
Cilla Black in a tight leather bustier. He clearly remembered me from last 


time because he took one look and immediately dived beneath his counter 
to hide until I was gone. Lot of people feel that way about me. I could sense 
all kinds of weapon systems tracking and targeting me as I strolled through 
the lobby towards the club proper, but none of them locked on. Sometimes 
my reputation is more use to me than a twenty-third-century force field. 

I pushed open the gold-leaf-decorated double doors and stepped through 
into the huge ballroom that was the true heart of Divas! I stopped just inside 
the doors, stunned by the make-over they’d given the old place. The club 
had gone seventies. Las Vegas seventies, with a huge glittering disco ball 
rotating and sparkling overhead. Bright lights and brighter colours blazed 
all around, gaudy and tacky by turns, with rows of slot machines down one 
wall, a mirrored bar, and a row of long-legged, high-kicking chorus girls 
slamming their way through a traditional routine up on the raised stage. It 
was as though the seventies had never ended, a Saturday Night Feverdream 
where the dancing never stopped. 

Gorgeous butterflies in knock-off designer frocks fluttered around the 
crowded tables on the ballroom floor, crying out loud in excited voices, 
catcalling and laughing and shrieking with joy. It was all almost too 
glamorous to bear. The chorus line trotted off-stage to thunderous applause, 
replaced by a Dolly Parton in hooker chic hand-me-downs, who sang a 
medley with more enthusiasm than style. I wandered through the tables, 
nodding appreciatively at some of the more famous facades, but no-one 
ever smiled back. They all knew me and what had happened here before, 
and they wanted to make it very clear I was not at all welcome. I get a lot of 
that. Up on the raised stage, the Dolly gave way to a Madonna and a 
Britney, duetting on “I Got You Babe.” 

I was still looking for Paul Griffin, or somebody like him. Eleanor had 
given me a rough description of her son and what he might be wearing, but 
all I knew of him for sure was a frightened voice on the other side of a 
locked bedroom door. I was going to have to ask someone; and getting 
answers here wasn’t going to be easy. As in Hecate’s Tea Room, the girls at 
every table grew silent as I approached, glared at me as I passed, and 
gossiped loudly about me after I’d moved on. 

And then I caught a glimpse of Shotgun Suzie, moving among the tables 
on the other side of the room. My Suzie, in her black motorcycle leathers, 
with a shotgun holstered on her back and two bandoliers of bullets crossed 
over her chest. What the hell was she doing here? She was supposed to be 


hunting down a bounty out on Desolation Row. I pushed my way through 
the tables and the crowds, but even before I could call out her name she 
turned to look at me, and I saw at once that it wasn’t my Suzie at all. He 
stood and waited as I went over to him. People scattered in all directions, 
fearing a confrontation, but the Suzie look-alike stood his ground, calm and 
cold and unconcerned. Or perhaps he was just staying in character. Up close 
I could see all the differences. Still looked pretty dangerous, though. 

“Why?” I said. 

“T’m a tribute Suzie Shooter.” The voice was low and husky, and not that 
far off the real thing. “Shotgun Suzie is my heroine.” 

I nodded slowly. “I still wouldn’t let her catch you looking like that,” I 
said, not unkindly. “Suzie tends to shoot first and not ask questions 
afterwards.” 

“I know,” said the tribute Suzie. “Isn’t she wonderful?” 

I let him go. I sort of wondered if perhaps there was a tribute John 
Taylor out there somewhere, too, but I didn’t like to ask. With my luck, it 
would probably be a drag king. While I was still considering that, I was 
approached by a towering Angelina Jolie, dressed in shiny black plastic 
from head to toe, along with an absolute proliferation of straps and buckles 
and studs. She crashed to a halt before me, stuck her hands on her shiny 
hips, pursed her amazing lips, and looked down her nose at me. It was a hell 
of a performance. I felt like applauding. 

“T am the Management,” the Angelina said flatly. 

“What the hell are you doing here, Taylor? Wasn’t the contract we put 
out on you enough of a hint? Haven’t you caused us enough trouble?” 

“You’d be surprised how often I get asked that,” I said calmly. “Relax, 
I’m just here looking for someone.” I paused, looking thoughtfully down at 
the Angelina’s impressive exposed cleavage. “You know, those breasts look 
awfully real.” 

“They are real,” she said frostily. “Don’t show your ignorance, Taylor. 
Divas! doesn’t exist only for men who like to dress up pretty. I am a pre-op 
transsexual. Chick with a dick, if you must. Divas! caters to transvestites, 
transsexuals, and supersexuals. All those who through an unkind twist of 
fate were born into the wrong bodies. Divas! is for everyone who ever felt 
alienated by the sexual identity they were thrust into at birth, and have since 
found the courage to make new lives for themselves. To make ourselves 
over into what we should have been all along. Tell me who you’re looking 


for, and I’ll point you in the right direction. The sooner I can get you out of 
here, the happier we’ ll all be.” 

“I’m looking for Paul Griffin,” I said. 

“Who?” 

“Don’t give me that. Everyone in the Nightside’s heard of the Griffin’s 
grandson.” 

The Angelina shrugged, unmoved. “Can’t blame a girl for trying. Paul 
comes here for privacy, like so many others. And he has more reasons than 
most for not wanting to be found or identified. The paparazzi always ask 
our permission before they take a photograph, ever since we impaled one on 
a parking meter, but even so...I suppose if I don’t tell you, you’ll just use 
your gift anyway...See that table over there? Ask for Polly.” 

“You’re very kind,” I said. 

“Don’t you believe it, cowboy.” The Angelina sniffed briefly. “You 
know, we tried to claim on our insurance after you happened here, but they 
wouldn’t pay out. Apparently you’re classified along with natural disasters 
and Acts of Gods.” 

“T am deeply flattered,” I said. 

I headed for the table the Angelina had pointed out. All the bright young 
things crowded around it were dressed up as Bond girls—female villains 
and lust interests from the James Bond movies. There was an Ursula 
Andress in the iconic white bikini, a gold-plated Margaret Nolan from 
Goldfinger’s opening credits, and of course a haughty-looking Pussy 
Galore. They all turned and started to smile as they saw someone 
approaching, then their painted smiles and eyes went cold when they saw 
who it was. But I’m used to that. I was more interested in the happy, 
laughing, blonde-haired teenager who sat among them. She wasn’t any 
Bond girl I recognised. In fact, she looked subtly out of place in this 
glamorous company, just by looking more like a real, everyday girl. She 
finally turned to look at me, and I stopped in my tracks. I knew that face 
from the photograph Jeremiah Griffin had given me at the start of this case. 
It was Melissa Griffin. 

Except, of course, it wasn’t. Small subtle things told me immediately 
that this wasn’t a teenage girl at all, and I knew who it was, who it had to 
be. Paul Griffin, dressed up all pretty, and the very image of his missing 
cousin. I moved slowly towards him, not wanting to scare him off, and he 
stood up to face me. 


“Hi,” I said carefully. Paul, or Polly? Polly would seem more friendly. 
“1’m John Taylor. I need to talk to you, Polly.” 

“You don’t have to say anything to him, honey,” the Pussy Galore said 
immediately. “Say the word and we’ ll...” 

“Tt’s all right,” Polly said, in a soft and very feminine voice. 

“We can protect you!” 

“No you can’t,” Polly said sadly. “No-one can. But it’s all right. I don’t 
think Mr. Taylor came here to hurt me. I’ll have a quick word with him, 
then I’ll come right back, I promise. And don’t you dare finish that story 
without me. I want to hear all the horrid, intimate details.” 

We moved away to a small empty table at the very edge of the dance 
floor. Polly moved gracefully, in a fashionable off-the-shoulder pale blue 
gown. The long blonde hair looked very natural. A dozen assorted Spice 
Girls sat at the next table, and after a few quick glances, made a point of 
ostentatiously ignoring us. I had a sneaking suspicion that one of them 
might be the real thing. Polly and I sat down, facing each other. 

“We all have secrets,” he said softly. “And Griffin family members have 
more than most. It’s as though we’re born with lies in our blood. This is my 
secret, Mr. Taylor. I want to be a woman. Always have. Even as a small 
child, I knew some terrible mistake had been made. My body was a foreign 
country to me. I grew up knowing that while I was Paul outside, I was Polly 
inside. And Polly was the real me. I had to keep it secret from the rest of the 
family, as well as the outside world. 

“Grandfather in particular would never understand. Could never 
understand...He can be very old-fashioned, sometimes. For him, a man 
must always be strong, aggressive, masculine in all things. He’d see...this 
as a weakness. So would everyone else. If our family’s enemies ever found 
out, they’d seize the opportunity to make me a laughing-stock, and through 
me, my grandfather. And I won’t have that. I won’t be used as a weapon 
against my family.” 

“There are any number of advanced sciences and sorceries in the 
Nightside,” I said, “that could change a man into a woman, or indeed, 
anything else.” 

“T know,” said Polly. “I’ve tried them all. Every difficult, painful, and 
degrading process I could track down...and not one of them would work on 
me. Even temporarily. The magic that makes me immortal is so powerful it 
overrides any other change spell or scientific procedure. Even simple 


surgery. I’m stuck like this, forever and ever and ever. The best I can 
manage is Paul dressed up as Polly. The only time I feel even half-real.” 

“T’m sorry,” I said. “There’s nothing I can do to help you. But I’m 
hoping there’s still time to help your cousin. I need you to tell me all you 
know about Melissa and her kidnapping.” 

For the first time Polly looked away from me, his whole body language 
changing, becoming tense, stubbom, evasive. “She was kidnapped. Never 
doubt that, Mr. Taylor. But I can’t help you.” 

“Don’t you have any idea who might have taken her, or why?” 

“T can’t talk to you about that. I just can’t.” 

“Can you at least tell me why they went after her and not any other 
member of the family?” 

Polly looked back at me, and his eyes were desperate, pleading. As 
though begging me to come up with the answers myself so he wouldn’t 
have to tell me. He knew something, but it was up to me to trick or force it 
out of him. 

“Melissa had a secret,” Polly said finally. “Just like me. Something 
about herself, her real self, that she kept from the rest of the family, and the 
rest of the world. Because they could never understand. And no, I won’t tell 
you what it is.” 

“Ts it anything to do with the story about your grandfather selling his 
soul to the Devil?” I said. 

Polly just smiled sadly. “Melissa is the only one in our family who 
hasn’t sold their soul to the Devil, one way or another. Out of all of us, she 
alone is good and true and pure. You’d never know she was a Griffin at all.” 

“And how did she manage that?” I said, honestly curious. 

“She has the strength of ten because her heart is pure,” said Polly. “She 
always was the most strong-willed and stubborn member of our family. I 
think that’s why Grandfather always liked her best. Because in her own 
way, she was the most like him.” 

I thought about that. Paul clearly idolized his cousin. Perhaps because 
she was the woman he could never be. 

“Why do you lock yourself in your bedroom?” I said finally. “So you 
can dress up as Polly?” 

“No,” he said immediately. “I’m only Polly when I’m here, or among 
friends I know I can trust. I’m Paul at the Hall. I wouldn’t dare dress up 
there. It isn’t safe, there. It always feels like I’m being watched. Hobbes 


seems to know everything. He always did, even when I was a child. You 
couldn’t get away with anything, when he was around...Nasty, creepy old 
man. Always watching and spying and reporting back to Grandfather. We 
all hate Hobbes, except for Grandfather... 

“T lock myself in my room because my life is in danger, Mr. Taylor. You 
have to believe me! I haven’t dared sleep in my room for weeks, but I can’t 
stay away too much or it would look suspicious... They’d know for sure that 
I know... They have to kill me because I know the truth!” 

“Which truth?” I said. “About Melissa? About the kidnapping?” 

“No! The truth about Jeremiah Griffin! About what he did to become 
what he is!” Polly leaned forward across the table and grabbed my hand 
with masculine strength. 

“Ask Jeremiah. Ask him why no-one is ever allowed to go down into the 
cellar under Griffin Hall. Ask him what he keeps down there. Ask him why 
the only door to that cellar is locked and protected by the most powerful 
magics in the Hall!” 

Polly let go of my hand and sat back in his chair, breathing hard. There 
was something about him of a small animal in the wild, hunted and harried 
by wolves. 

“Talk to me,” I said, as gently as I could. “Tell me what you know, and 
Pll protect you. I’m John Taylor, remember? The scariest man in the 
Nightside?” 

Polly smiled at me sadly, almost pityingly. “You can’t help me. No-one 
can. I should never have been born. I’m only safe here because I’m Polly, 
and no-one here would ever tell. Sisterhood is a wonderful thing.” She 
looked at me with sudden intensity. “You mustn’t tell either! You can’t tell 
anyone! How did you find me here?” 

“Relax. I’m John Taylor, remember? Finding things and people is what I 
do.” It was a lie, but he didn’t need to know that. He didn’t need to know 
that his mother knew about Polly. “My only interest in you is what you can 
tell me about Melissa.” 

Polly smiled, a little shamefacedly. “Sorry. When your whole life is a 
secret and a lie, you tend to forget the whole world doesn’t revolve around 
you. Grandfather tried to make me his heir, you know; when I was younger. 
He’d given up on Uncle William. But I was stubborn, even then. I never 
wanted anything to do with the family business. That’s why Grandfather 
finally turned to Melissa, because he saw so much more of himself in her. 


And because she was the only one left. All I ever wanted was to be me, and 
to sing every night at Divas!” 

He stood up suddenly and strode away from the table, heading for the 
raised stage. He took the microphone from the departing Mary Hopkin, and 
there he was, standing tall and proud in the spotlight, singing “For Today I 
Am A Boy,” by Anthony and the Johnsons. He put his whole heart into the 
song, and it seemed like the whole room stopped to listen. He was good, he 
really was, and I have heard the Nightingale sing and lived to tell of it. 

I sat and listened to Polly sing, and it occurred to me that Paul had found 
his own safe artificial world to hide away in, just like his Uncle William. 
All the Griffins had their own worlds, their own secrets...and it seemed to 
me that if I could only discover Melissa’s, I’d know the who and how and 
why of everything that had happened. 

That was when a small army of heavily armed women in combat 
fatigues came abseiling down from the high ceiling, a dozen of them, firing 
short machine pistol bursts over the heads of the crowd below. The 
glittering disco ball exploded, and everyone on the ballroom floor jumped 
to their feet and ran screaming in all directions, like so many panicked birds 
of paradise. Some ducked down behind hastily overturned tabletops, while 
others scrambled for the nearest exit. Alone on the stage, Polly stood frozen 
where he was, staring in horror at the assault force that had invaded his 
private world. You can’t protect me, he’d said. No-one can. I plunged 
towards the stage, ignoring the flying bullets, fighting my way through the 
screaming crowd. 

I vaulted up onto the stage, grabbed Polly, and threw him to the floor, 
covering him with my own body. I glanced out across the ballroom floor. 
The women in army fatigues were all touching down now, still firing their 
short, controlled bursts into the air at regular intervals. As far as I could see, 
they hadn’t actually hit anyone yet, but several bright young things had 
fallen and been trampled underfoot in the panic. The pattern for fire being 
laid down seemed designed to intimidate, for the moment. Which had to 
mean they’d come here with some definite purpose in mind. 

By now the army women had moved to block all the exits and were 
herding the club members back into the middle of the ballroom floor. A lot 
of the trannies had got over their first fear and were glaring fiercely at their 
captors. Some were clearly bracing themselves to do something. One of the 
army women stepped forward. Her hair was cropped brutally short, right 


back to the skull, and her face was plain and harsh and determined. When 
she spoke, her voice was flat and controlled, without a trace of mercy or 
compassion in it. 

“Stay where you are and we won’t have to hurt you. We’re here for one 
man, and when we’ve got him, we’ll leave. We won’t leave without him. 
Anyone gives us any trouble, we’ll make an example of him. So, who’s in 
charge of this den of iniquity?” 

The Angelina Jolie moved cautiously forward. Half a dozen guns moved 
to track her. She stopped before the army leader. “I’m the Management. 
How dare you do this? How dare you burst in here and...” 

The army leader punched the Angelina in the mouth, and he staggered 
backwards under the force of the blow. Blood spilled down his chin from 
his ruined mouth. The army leader snarled at him. 

“Shut your painted mouth, creature. Unnatural thing. If it was up to me, 
I’d have you all killed. Your very existence offends me. But I have my 
orders. I am here for the man. Give him to me. Show me where he is.” 

“It’s John Taylor, isn’t it?” said the Angelina, spitting blood onto the 
floor at the army woman’s feet. “You want him, you can have him.” 

“John Taylor is here?” The army leader looked quickly around, then 
took control of herself again. “No. Not him. We want Paul Griffin.” 

A low, angry murmur spread quickly through the crowd. The army 
women raised their machine pistols threateningly, but the murmur got 
louder, if anything. I searched desperately through my coat-pockets. I had a 
whole bunch of things I could use to turn events in my favour, but the trick 
was to find something that wouldn’t get a whole lot of innocent victims 
killed. When I looked up again, the Angelina was glaring right into the face 
of the army leader. 

“Paul Griffin is one of us. We don’t betray our own.” 

“Give him to us,” the army woman said coldly. “Or we’ll start killing 
you freaks until you do.” 

“Paul is family,” said the Angelina. “And you can’t have him. Take these 
ugly cows down, girls!” 

Suddenly, every transvestite, transsexual, and supersexual had some kind 
of weapon in their hand. Guns and knives, weapons scientific and magical 
because you can buy anything in the Nightside, all trained on the surprised 
women in their army fatigues. The girls all opened fire at once, with savage 
force and merciless eyes, cutting down their enemies with overwhelming 


firepower. Most of the army women were so startled they hardly had time to 
get a shot off. They fell screaming, in shock and pain and fury. The girls 
kept firing, the army women dying hard and bloody, until none of the 
attackers were moving anymore. The girls slowly lowered their weapons, 
and a slow silence fell as thick pools of blood spread slowly across the 
ballroom floor. And then the girls were laughing and cheering, hugging and 
high-fiving each other. 

I helped Polly to his feet, and together we got down from the stage and 
made our way through the jumping, excited crowd. They had the smell of 
blood and death in their nostrils, and some of them had found they liked it. 
Others were crying quietly, from shock or relief, and were being comforted 
on the edges of the crowd. I came to a halt before the Angelina, and we 
both looked down at the army leader. She’d died with a snarl on her face, 
her gun still in her hand. The Angelina had cut the leader’s throat with one 
fast sweep from a vicious-looking knife. Though God alone knew where 
he’d hidden it in an outfit like that. The Angelina looked at me sourly, 
hefting the bloody knife thoughtfully. 

“T knew you were trouble. After what followed you here last time, we all 
decided we needed to be able to defend ourselves, in future. The girls might 
have panicked a bit at first, but all it took was a threat against one of us to 
bring them all together again. We look after our own. We have to, no-one 
else will. Do you have any idea who these stupid cows were?” 

I knelt beside the body of the army leader and checked her over 
thoroughly. “These combat fatigues are interesting...No identification 
anywhere, and the cloth feels stiff and new. Maybe bought just for this job. 
And she didn’t sound like a soldier doing a job. She made it sound 
personal...Short-cropped hair, no makeup, no colour or manicure on the 
fingernails, but she does have a gold wedding ring. Check and see if the 
others are the same.” While I waited for the girls to confirm that all the 
other bodies were identical, I opened the combat jacket. “Silver crucifix on 
a chain round the neck? Yes, I thought so.” 

I stood up and looked at the Angelina. “Nuns. They’re all nuns. Hair 
cropped short to fit under a wimple, no feminine touches, wedding ring 
because they’re all Brides of Christ. And from the insults they used, I think 
we’re safe in supposing they’re Christian terrorists, of one stamp or 
another.” 


“But what were they doing here, dressed up as soldiers?” said the 
Angelina. “I mean, I think we can safely assume they weren’t drag kings... 
A disguise? And why did they want Polly?” 

“They wanted Paul Griffin,” I said. “I don’t think they knew about 
Polly.” 

“Nobody knows Polly is Paul. We guard our secrets here.” 

“Somebody knew. Somebody talked. Someone always does.” I 
considered the situation thoughtfully. “Maybe if we knew which kind of 
nun...Salvation Army Sisterhood? Little Sisters of the Immaculate Chain- 
saw? Order of the Hungry Stigmata? There’s never any shortage of fanatics 
on the Street of the Gods. Maybe they hired out...I’d better take Paul out of 
here, get him back to the Hall where he’ II be safe.” 

But when I looked around, he was already gone. I should have known he 
wouldn’t trust the Hall to keep him safe. And it was clear from the angry 
eyes all around me that no-one here would tell me where he might have 
gone. Even if they knew, which most of them probably didn’t. So I just 
nodded politely to them and to the Angelina, and walked out of Divas! If I 
hung around, they might expect me to help clean up the mess. 


EIGHT 


Truths and Consequences 


ive in the Nightside long enough, and you’re bound to start hearing 
L voices in your head. It can be anything from godly visitations to Voices 
from Beyond to interdimensional admail. You have to learn to block it out 
or you’ll go crazy and start hearing voices. Cheap mental spam-blockers are 
available from every corner shop, but when you operate in the darker areas 
of the Twilight Zone, as I mostly do, you can’t afford to settle for anything 
but the very best. My current shields could block out the Sirens’ call, a 
banshee’s wail, or the Last Trump, and yet somehow Jeremiah Griffin’s 
peremptory voice ended up inside my head again without even setting off a 
warning alarm. 

John Taylor, I have need of you. 

“Bloody hell, Jeremiah, turn the volume down! You’re frying my 
neurons! Couldn’t you at least give me some advance notice, ring a little 
bell in my ear, or something?” 

I could have Hobbes bang a gong if you like... 

“What do you want, Griffin? If it’s a progress update, you’re out of luck. 
I’ve been following promising leads into dead ends for hours, and I still 
don’t have a single clue as to what happened to your grand-daughter. For all 
I know, she was abducted by pixies.” 

Don’t bring them into it. If the job was easy, I wouldn’t have needed to 
hire you. Right now, I need you to return to Griffin Hall. Now. My wife 


Mariah is throwing a party, and all kinds of important and influential 
people will be attending. You could learn much from talking to them. 

“A party? With Melissa still missing? Why?” 

To show I’m still strong. That I’m not cracking or falling apart under the 
pressure. The right people need to see I’m still in control. And, I need to see 
who my real friends and allies are. Any fair-weather friends who choose not 
to attend will be noted, for future retribution. I need you to be here, Taylor. I 
need everyone to see you at my side, to know you’re working for me. Let my 
enemies know that the infamous John Taylor is on their trail, and hopefully 
shock some fresh information out of them. 

“You expect your enemies to show up at this party?” 

Of course. I’ve invited them. They won't miss a chance to see how I’m 
really coping, and delight in my misery, and Ill get a chance to see who 
looks shiftier than usual. All of my family will be present. I insisted. 

“All right,” I said. “Ill be there. When does this party start?” 

It’s started. Get here soon, before the canapés run out. 

Just like that, his presence was gone from my head. Luckily for me, he 
had no idea that I’d entirely run out of leads and that he’d just thrown me a 
major life-line. Or he might have asked for some of his advance money 
back. All I had to do now was get back to the Hall, and that meant transport. 
I got out my mobile phone and called Dead Boy. 

“All right, Taylor, what do you want this time? My lovely car came back 
with bits of dead plant stuck in all its crevices and half its defences 
exhausted. Also, I think it’s grinning more than usual. See if I ever lend you 
anything again.” 

“Put your glad rags on, Dead Boy, and bring your car over to Divas! 
We’re going to a party at Griffin Hall.” 

“How in hell did you wrangle an invitation to a top-rank gathering like 
that? Mariah Griffin’s society bashes are even more notorious than you! 
Good food, excellent booze, and more unattached aristocratic tottie than 
you can shake a bread-stick at. I’11 be with you in five minutes or less.” 

Unlike most people who say that, Dead Boy actually meant it. The 
shimmering silver car glided to a halt in front of me in well under five 
minutes, having no doubt broken all the speed restrictions and several laws 
of reality in the process. The door opened, I got in, and we were off and 
moving even before the seat belt could snap into place around me. Dead 
Boy toasted me with his whiskey bottle and knocked back a handful of 


purple pills from a little silver case. He swallowed hard, giggled like a 
schoolgirl, and beat out a rapid tattoo on the steering wheel with both 
hands. The car ignored him and concentrated on bullying its way through 
the teeming traffic. 

Dead Boy looked seventeen, and had done for some thirty years now, 
ever since he was mugged and murdered in the Nightside. He was tall and 
adolescent-thin, wearing a long, purple greatcoat over black leather 
trousers, and tall calf-skin boots. He wore a black rose in one lapel. His 
long, bony face was so pale as to be almost colourless, though he’d 
brightened it up for the party with a touch of mascara and some deep purple 
lipstick. His coat hung open at the front, revealing a dead white torso 
covered in scars and bullet-holes, held together with stitches, staples, and 
the occasional stretch of duct tape. I glanced at his forehead, but the bullet- 
hole I knew was there couldn’t be seen, thanks to some builder’s putty and 
careful makeup. 

For all his finery, his features had a weary, debauched, Pre-Raphaelite 
look, with burning fever-bright eyes and a sullen, pouting mouth. Rossetti 
would have killed to paint him. Dead Boy wore a large floppy hat pressed 
down over long, dark, curly hair, and a pearl-headed tiepin in his bare 
throat. Show-off. I couldn’t help noticing that his car wouldn’t let him drive 
either. He dropped the whiskey bottle carelessly between his feet and fished 
about in the glove compartment before coming up with a packet of 
chocolate biscuits. He ripped the packet open and popped one in his mouth. 
He offered me the packet, but I declined. He shrugged easily and crunched 
happily on a second biscuit. Dead Boy didn’t need to eat or drink anymore, 
but he enjoyed the sensations. Though being dead, he had to work harder at 
it than most. 

You don’t even want to hear the rumours about his sex life. 

“So,” he said, somewhat indistinctly, spraying crumbs, “are you sure you 
can get me in? I mean, I’m persona non grata in so many places they have a 
preprinted form waiting, these days. It’s not my fault I haven’t got any 
manners. I’m dead. They should cut me some slack.” 

“T’m invited,” I said, “so you can be my plus one. Please don’t piss in 
the potted plants, try to hump the hostess, or kill anyone unless you 
absolutely have to. But, you’re an immortal, sort of, so the Griffins will just 
love to meet you. They collect celebrity immortals, eager as they are for 
hints and tips on how to get the most out of their long lives, and perhaps a 


few clues on how to get out of the deal that made the Griffin immortal in 
the first place.” I looked thoughtfully at Dead Boy. “There are those who 
say the Griffin made a bargain with the Devil, though I’m starting to 
wonder. You made a bargain...” 

“But not with the Devil,” said Dead Boy, staring straight ahead. “I would 
have got a better deal with the Devil.” 


The futuristic car slammed through the packed traffic, leaving weeping and 
mayhem in its wake, and got us back to Griffin Hall in record time. 
Sometimes I think the car takes short cuts through adjoining realities when 
it’s in a hurry. We tore through the tall gates, barely giving them enough 
time to get out of our way, and rocketed up the long, winding road to 
Griffin Hall. This time the surrounding jungle all but fell over itself 
cringing back on all sides as we passed. I’d never seen trees twitch 
nervously before. Dead Boy opened a silver snuff-box and snorted 
something that glowed fluorescent green. I think you have to be dead to be 
able to tolerate stuff like that. 

The silver car swung smoothly around into the great enclosed courtyard 
outside the Hall and slammed on the brakes. The courtyard was packed full, 
with every kind of vehicle under the moon. All kinds of cars, from every 
time and culture, including one that floated smugly several inches above the 
ground. A Delorean was still spitting discharging tachyons, right next to a 
pumpkin coach with tomato trimmings, drawn by a really disgruntled- 
looking unicorn giving everyone the evil eye. Beside it was a large hut 
standing on tall chicken legs. That Baba Yaga can be a real party animal 
when she’s got a few drinks inside her. Dead Boy’s car made some room for 
itself by forcibly shunting some of the weaker-looking cars out of the way, 
then waited impatiently for Dead Boy and me to disembark, before 
slamming its doors shut after us and engaging all its security systems. I 
could hear all its guns powering up. I was also pretty sure I could hear it 
giggling. 

Griffin Hall was alive with light, every window blazing fiercely, and 
hundreds of paper lanterns glowed in perfect rows all across the courtyard 
to guide guests to the front door. Happy sounds blasted out of the door 
every time it opened, spilling a warm golden glow into the night. I waited 
patiently while Dead Boy checked he was looking his best and took a quick 
snort on an inhaler, then we headed for the door. If nothing else, Dead Boy 


was going to make a great distraction while I circulated quietly, asking 
pointed questions...Over to one side, a small crowd of uniformed 
chauffeurs were huddled together against the evening chill, sipping hot soup 
from a thermos. One of them wandered over to pet the unicorn, and the 
beast nearly took all his fingers off. 

It took Dead Boy and I some time to cross the packed courtyard, and I 
watched with interest as a silver Rolls Royce opened its doors to drop off a 
Marie Antoinette, complete with a huge hooped skirt and a towering 
powdered white wig, a very large Henry VIII, and a pinch-faced Pope Joan. 
They sailed towards the front door, chattering brightly, and the butler 
Hobbes was there to greet them with a smile and a formal bow. He passed 
them in, then turned back to see me approaching with Dead Boy, and the 
smile disappeared. At least he held the door open for us. 

“Back again so soon, Mr. Taylor?” Hobbes murmured suavely. “Imagine 
my delight. Should I arrange for servants to throw rose petals in your path, 
or is Miss Melissa still at large?” 

“Getting closer to the truth all the time,” I said easily. “Hobbes, this is a 
costume party, isn’t it, and not some Time-travellers’ ball?” 

“Tt is indeed a costume party, sir. The Time-Travellers’ Ball is next 
week. We’re sacrificing a Morlock for charity. Since a costume of some 
kind is required at this gathering, might I inquire what you have come as, 
sir?” 

“A private eye,” I said. 

“Of course you have, sir. And very convincing, too. Might I also inquire 
what your disturbing companion is supposed to be?” 

“T’m the Ghost of Christmas Past,” Dead Boy growled. “Now get your 
scrawny arse out of my way, flunky, or I’ll show you something deeply 
embarrassing from your childhood. Are those your own ears?” 

He slouched past the butler and sauntered off down the hall, and I 
hurried after him. It’s never wise to let Dead Boy out of your sight for long. 
A servant came hurrying forwards to lead us to the party, being careful to 
walk a safe distance ahead of us. I’d brought Dead Boy along to be the 
centre of attention, and already he was doing a fine job. I hoped he wouldn’t 
defenestrate anyone important this time. I could hear the party long before 
we got there—a raised babble of many voices, all determined to have a 
good time whatever it cost. The Griffin’s parties were reported on all the 


society pages and most of the gossip rags, and no-one wanted to be 
described as a wallflower or a wet blanket. 


The party itself was being held in a great ballroom in the West Wing, and 
Mariah Griffin herself was there at the door to greet us. She was 
magnificently attired as Queen Elizabeth I, in all the period finery, right 
down to a red wig over an artificially high forehead. The heavy white 
makeup and shaved eyebrows, however, only added to the pretty vacuity of 
her face. She extended an expensively beringed hand for us to kiss. I shook 
it politely, and Dead Boy dropped her a sporty wink. 

“Well now, we are honoured, aren’t we?” she said, fanning herself with a 
delicate paper fan I didn’t have the heart to tell her was way out of period. 
“Not only the infamous John Taylor, but also a fellow immortal, the 
legendary Dead Boy himself! Come to join my little gathering! How 
Sweet.” 

I looked at Dead Boy. “How come I’m infamous, but you’re legendary?” 

“Charm,” said Dead Boy. “Solid charm.” 

“The tales you must have to tell,” said Mariah, tapping Dead Boy 
playfully on the arm with her fan. “Of all your many exploits and 
adventures! We would of course have invited you here long ago, but you do 
seem to move around a lot...” 

“Got to keep the creditors on their toes,’ Dead Boy said cheerfully. 
“And a moving target is always the hardest to hit.” 

“Well, yes,” said Mariah, a little vaguely. “Quite! Do come in. I think 
you’re one of the very few long-lived we haven’t actually had the pleasure 
of meeting yet.” 

“Have you met the Lord of Thorns?” I said, just a little mischievously. 
“Or Old Father Time? Or Razor Eddie? Fascinating characters, you know. I 
could arrange introductions if you like.” 

She glared at me briefly, then turned her full attention back to charming 
Dead Boy. He gave her back his best darkly smouldering look, and she 
simpered happily, not realising he was sending her up. I grabbed Dead Boy 
firmly by the arm and steered him through the door before he could do or 
say anything that would require Jeremiah to have him reduced to his 
component parts and disposed of in a trash compactor. Dead Boy has 
remarkable appetites and absolutely no inhibitions. He says he finds being 
dead very liberating. 


The huge ballroom had been elaborately and expensively transformed 
into a massive old-fashioned rose garden. Low hedges and blossoming rose- 
bushes and creeping ivy trailing up the walls. Artificial sunlight poured 
through the magnificent stained-glass windows, and the air was full of 
Sweet summer scents, along with the happy trills of bird-song and the quiet 
buzz of insects. There were wooden chairs and benches, love-seats and sun- 
dials, and even a gently gusting summer breeze, to cool an overheated brow. 
Neatly cropped grass underfoot, and the illusion of a cloudless summer sky 
above. No expense spared for the Griffin’s guests. 

I hoped none of the flowers had been brought in from the outside jungle. 

A uniformed and bewigged servant came forward with a silver platter 
bearing various drinks and beverages. I took a flute of champagne, just to 
be polite. Dead Boy took two. I glared at him, but it was a waste of time. He 
knocked back both glasses, belched loudly, and advanced determinedly on 
another servant carrying a tray full of party snacks. I let him go and looked 
around the crowded garden. There had to be at least a hundred people come 
to attend Mariah’s little do, all dressed up in the most outlandish and 
expensive costumes possible. They were here to see and be seen, and most 
importantly, talked about. All the usual celebrities and famous faces had 
turned up, along with all the most aristocratic members of High Society, 
and a small group of men keeping conspicuously to themselves, 
immediately recognisable as Jeremiah Griffin’s most prominent business 
enemies. 

Big Jake Rackham, Uptown Taffy Lewis, both in formal tuxedos, 
because their dignity wouldn’t allow them to be seen in anything less in the 
presence of their enemy. Max Maxwell, the Voodoo King, so big they 
named him twice, dressed up as Baron Samedi, and next to him, somewhat 
to my surprise, General Condor. I’d never met the man, but I knew his 
reputation. Everyone did. The General had been a starship commander in 
some future time, before he fell into the Nightside through a passing 
Timeslip. A very strong-minded, moral, and upright man, he disapproved of 
pretty much everything and everyone in the Nightside, and had made it his 
mission to change the Nightside for the better. He disapproved of the 
Griffin and his business practices most of all. But enough to ally himself 
with these men? A straight-backed, strait-laced military man, working with 
the Griffin’s enemies? Presumably because the enemy of my enemy is my 
ally, if not my friend. I just hoped he knew any one of them would stab him 


in the back first chance they got. The General really should have known 
better. He might have been a hero in the future he came from, but the 
Nightside does so love to break a hero... 

The businessmen kept a careful and discreet distance from the ongoing 
festivities, and from each other. They were only here to check out the 
Griffin, and for all General Condor’s attempts to find some common 
ground, they had nothing to say to each other. All they had in common was 
their hatred and fear of a shared enemy. I looked round sharply as the 
party’s noise level dropped abruptly, in time to see the crowd part 
respectfully to allow Jeremiah Griffin to approach me. He ignored everyone 
else, his attention focused solely on me, his expression ostentatiously calm 
and unconcerned. Dead Boy wandered back to join me, stuffing his face 
with a handful of assorted snacks and spilling crumbs down the front of his 
coat. He moved into position beside me, facing Jeremiah, so everyone 
would know where he stood. The Griffin crashed to a halt in front of us. 

“John Taylor!” he said, in a loud and carrying voice, so everyone present 
would be in no doubt of who I was. “So good of you to come at such short 
notice. I’m sure we have lots to talk about.” It wasn’t exactly subtle, but it 
made the required impression. People were already muttering and 
whispering together about what I was doing here and what I might have to 
tell. The Griffin looked dubiously at Dead Boy. “And you’ve brought a 
friend, John. How nice.” 

“!’m Dead Boy, and you’re very pleased to meet me,” Dead Boy said 
indistinctly, through a mouthful of food. “Yes, I am immortal, sort of, but 
no, there’s nothing I can do to help you with any deal you may or may not 
have made. Good food. You got any more?” 

The Griffin summoned a servant with a fresh tray of party nibbles, 
watched with a somewhat pained expression as Dead Boy grabbed the lot, 
then turned his attention back to me. “I see you’ve spotted my business 
rivals, cowering together,” he said, in a somewhat lower voice. “Afraid to 
circulate, for fear they’ ll hear bad things about themselves. But I knew they 
couldn’t stay away. They had to see for themselves how I was coping. Well, 
let them look. Let them see how calm and controlled I am. Let them see 
who I have hired to deal with this threat to me and my family.” 

“So business is still good?” I said. “The city still has confidence in 
you?” 


“Hell, no. All this uncertainty is ruining me financially. But I’ve made 
arrangements, and you can be sure that if I go down, I’Il take them all with 
me.” The Griffin fixed me with a fierce stare. “You let me worry about the 
finances, Taylor. You concentrate on finding Melissa. Time is running out. 
Once she is returned to me, everything will be well again.” 

He then made a deliberate effort to change the subject by pointing out 
several other immortals who had come to grace his party with their 
presence. The vampire Count Stobolzny had come as a white-faced clown, 
in a white clown suit set off with a row of blood-red bobbles down the 
front. To match his eyes, presumably. But for all the Count’s airs and 
graces, there was nothing human about him. You only had to look at him to 
see him for what he really was—a slowly rotting corpse that had dug itself 
up out of its own grave to feast on the living. Behind the ragged lips were 
animals’ teeth, made for rending and tearing. I’ve never understood why 
some people see leeches as romantic. 

Then there were two elves in full Elizabethan dress, probably because 
that was the height of fashion the last time they’d shared the world with us. 
The elves walked sideways from the sun centuries ago, disappearing into 
their own private dimension once it became clear they were losing their 
long war with Humanity. They only come back now to mess with us and 
screw us over. It’s all they have left. Both elves were supernaturally tall and 
slender and elegant, holding themselves ostentatiously apart from the vulgar 
displays of human enjoyment, while never missing a chance to look down 
their arrogant noses at anyone who got too close. So why invite them? 
Because they were immortal, and knew many things, and magic moved in 
them like breath and blood. It is possible to make a deal with an elf, if you 
have something they want badly enough. But you’d be well advised to 
count your testicles afterwards. And those of anyone close to you. The 
Griffin named these elves as Cobweb and Moth, which rang a faint bell in 
my memory. I knew that would bug me all evening till I got it. 

Not that far away, two godlings were chatting easily together. The huge 
Hell’s Angel in big black motorcycle leathers was apparently Jimmy 
Thunder, God for Hire, descended from the Norse God Thor and current 
holder of the mystic hammer Mjolnir. He was a happy, burly sort, with a 
long mane of flame red hair and a great bushy beard. He looked like he 
could bench-press a steam engine if he felt like it, and also like he wouldn’t 
stop boasting about it for weeks afterwards. His companion was Mistress 


Mayhem, a tall blue-skinned beauty with midnight-dark hair down to her 
slender waist. She was descended (at many removes, one hopes) from the 
Indian death goddess Kali. She’d come dressed as Elvira, Mistress of the 
Dark, her form-fitting black silk dress cut away to show as much blue skin 
as possible. Jeremiah insisted on walking me over and introducing me, and 
they both smiled politely. 

“Just passing through,” Jimmy Thunder boomed. “I was over in 
Shadows Fall, consulting with the Norns, and I had to stop over here to 
refuel my bike. You wouldn’t believe how much they wanted to charge me 
for a few gallons of virgin’s blood! I mean, I know there’s a shortage these 
days, but... Anyway, Mayhem told me about this party, and I never miss a 
chance for a good knees up at someone else’s expense.” He prodded me 
cheerfully in the chest with one oversized finger. “So, you’re Lilith’s son. 
Not sure if that makes you a godling or not. Either way, don’t let anyone 
Start a religion over you. They get so damned needy, and they never stop 
bothering you. These days I limit my worshippers to setting up tribute sites 
on the Net.” 

“Which you are always visiting,” said Mistress Mayhem. 

I studied her thoughtfully. “Are you really descended from a death 
goddess?” 

“Oh yes. Would you like to see me wither a flower?” 

“Maybe later,” I said politely. 

Jimmy Thunder put a huge arm companionably across Mistress 
Mayhem’s shoulders. “Hey sweetie, want to hold my hammer?” 

Perhaps fortunately, at that point someone grabbed me firmly by the arm 
and steered me over to the nearest wall for a private chat. I don’t normally 
let people do that, but for Larry Oblivion I made an exception. We’d fought 
side by side in the Lilith War, but I wouldn’t call us friends. Especially after 
what happened to his brother Tommy. Larry Oblivion, the deceased 
detective, the post-mortem private eye. Murdered by his own partner, he 
survives now as some kind of zombie. No-one knows the details, because 
he doesn’t like to talk about it. You wouldn’t know he was dead till you got 
up close and smelled the formaldehyde. He was dressed in the very best 
Armani, tall and well built, with straw-coloured hair over a pale, stubborn 
face. But you only had to look into his eyes to know what he was. Meeting 
Larry Oblivion’s gaze was like leaning over an open grave. I stared right 


back at him, giving him gaze for gaze. You can’t show weakness in the 
Nightside, or they’ ll walk right over you. 

“Looking good, Larry,” I said. “And what have you come as? A fashion 
model?” 

“T came as me,” he said, in his dry flat voice. He only breathed when he 
needed air to speak, which became disturbing after a while. “I’m only here 
because you’re here. We need to talk, Taylor.” 

“We’ve already talked,” I said, just a little tiredly. “I told you what 
happened to your brother. He went down fighting during the War.” 

“Then why has his body never been found?” said Larry, pushing his face 
right into mine. “My brother trusted you. I trusted you to look after him. 
But here you are, alive and well, and Tommy is missing, presumed dead.” 

“He died a hero, saving the Nightside,” I said evenly. 

“Isn’t that enough?” 

“No,” said Larry. “Not if you let him die to save yourself.” 

“Back off, Larry.” 

“And if I don’t?” 

“T’ll rip your soul right out of your dead body.” 

He hesitated. He wasn’t sure I could do that, but he wasn’t sure I 
couldn’t, either. There are a lot of stories about me in the Nightside, and I 
never confirm or deny any of them. They all help build a reputation. And I 
have done some really bad things in my time. 

Dead Boy came over to join us. He’d found a large piece of gateau and 
was licking the chocolate off his fingers. He nodded familiarly to Larry, 
who glared back at him with disdain. They might both be dead, but they 
moved in very different circles. 

“Not drinking, Larry?” said Dead Boy. “You should try the Port. And the 
Brandy. Get them to spike it with a little strychnine. Gives the booze some 
bite. And there’s some quail’s eggs over there that are quite passable...” 

“T don’t need to eat or drink,” said Larry. “I’m dead.” 

“Well, I don’t need to either,” Dead Boy said reasonably. “But I do 
anyway. It’s all part of remembering what it felt like, to be alive. Just 
because you’re dead it doesn’t mean you can’t indulge yourself, or get 
bombed out of your head. We just have to try that little bit harder, that’s all. 
I’ve got some pills that can really perk you up, if you’d care to try some. 
This little old Obeah woman knocks them out for me...” 


“You’re a degenerate,” Larry said flatly. “You and I have nothing in 
common.” 

“But you are both zombies, aren’t you?” I said, honestly curious. 

“T’m a lot more than that,” Dead Boy said immediately. “I am a returned 
Spirit, possessing my murdered body. I’m a revenant.” 

“You chose to be what you are,” Larry said coldly. “This was done to me 
against my will. But at least I’ve gone on to make something of myself. I 
now run the biggest private detective agency in the Nightside. I am a 
respected businessman.” 

“You’re a corpse with delusions of grandeur,” said Dead Boy. “And a 
crashing bore. John was the first private investigator in the Nightside. You 
and the rest are all pale imitations.” 

“Better than being the bouncer at a ghost-dancing bar!” snapped Larry. 
“Or hiring out as muscle to keep the dead in their graves at the Necropolis. 
And at least I know how to dress properly. I wouldn’t be seen dead wearing 
an outfit like that!” 

He turned his back on us and stalked away, and people hurried to get out 
of his path. Dead Boy looked at me. 

“That last bit was a joke, wasn’t it?” 

“Hard to say,” I said honestly. “With anyone else, yes, but Larry was 
never known for his sense of humour even when he was alive.” 

“What’s wrong with the way I dress?” said Dead Boy, looking down at 
himself, honestly baffled. 

“Not a thing,” I said quickly. “It’s just that we haven’t all got your 
colourful personality.” 

The Lady Orlando swayed over to join us, every movement of her 
luscious body a joy to behold. One of Jeremiah’s celebrity immortals, and 
the darling of the gossip rags, the Lady Orlando claimed to have been 
around since Roman times, moving on from one identity to another, and she 
had an endless series of stories about all the famous people she’d met, and 
bedded, if you believed her. In the Nightside she drifted from party to party, 
living off whoever would have her, telling her stories to anyone who’d 
stand still long enough. She’d come to the party dressed as the Sally Bowles 
character from Cabaret, all fishnet stockings, bowler hat, and too much eye 
makeup. Bit of a sad case, all told, but we can’t all be legends. She came to 
a halt before Dead Boy and me, and stretched languorously to give us both 
a good look at what was on offer. 


“Have you seen poor old Georgie, darlings, dressed up as Henry VIII?” 
she purred, peering owlishly at us over her glass of bubbly. “Doesn’t look a 
bit like the real thing. I met King Henry in his glory days at Hampton Court, 
and I am here to tell you, he wasn’t nearly as big as he liked to make out. 
You boys and your toys...Have you seen our resident alien, positively 
lording it over his loopy admirers? Klatu, the Alien from Dimension X... 
Thinks he’s so big time, just because he’s downloading his consciousness 
from another reality...I could tell you a few things about that pokey little 
body he’s chosen to inhabit...” 

I tuned her out so I could concentrate on Klatu, who was holding forth 
before a whole throng of respectful listeners. He was always offering to 
explain the mysteries of the universe, or the secrets of existence, until you 
threatened to pin him down or back him into a corner, then he suddenly 
tended to get all vague and remember a previous appointment. Klatu was 
only another con man at heart, though his background made him more 
glamorous than most. There’s never been any shortage of aliens in the 
Nightside, whether the interstellar equivalent of the remittance men, paid 
not to go home again, or those just passing through on their way to 
somewhere more interesting. Klatu claimed to be an extension of a larger 
personality in the Fifth Dimension, and the body he inhabited just a 
glorified glove puppet manipulated from afar. And you could believe that or 
not, as you chose. Certainly for an extradimensional alien, he did seem to 
enjoy his creature comforts, as long as someone else paid for them... 

I had to remind myself I was here for a purpose. I needed new leads on 
where to look for Melissa and some fresh ideas on what might have 
happened to her. So I nodded a brisk farewell to Dead Boy and the Lady 
Orlando, and wandered off through the party, smiling and nodding and 
being agreeable to anyone who looked like they might know something. I 
learned a lot of new gossip, picked up some useful business tips, and turned 
down a few offers of a more personal nature; but while everyone was only 
too willing to talk about the missing Melissa, and theorize wildly about the 
circumstances of her dramatic disappearance...no-one really knew 
anything. So I went looking for other members of the Griffin family to see 
if I could charm or intimidate any more out of them. 

I found William dressed as Captain Hook, complete with a three- 
cornered hat and a metal hook he was using to open a stubborn wine bottle. 
He’d also brought along Bruin Bear and the Sea Goat as his guests. 


Apparently everyone else thought they were simply wearing costumes. We 
had a pleasant little chat, during which the Sea Goat poured half a dozen 
different drinks into a flower vase he’d emptied for the purpose, and drank 
the lot in a series of greedy gulps. Surrounding guests didn’t know whether 
to be impressed or appalled, and settled for muttering I say! to each other 
from a safe distance. The Sea Goat belched loudly, ripped half a dozen 
roses from a nearby bush, and stuffed them into his mouth, chewing 
thoughtfully, petals and thorns and all. 

“Not bad,” he said. “Could use a little something. A few caterpillars, 
perhaps.” 

“What?” said William. 

“Full of protein,” said the Goat. 

“Now you’re just showing off,” said Bruin Bear. 

“This is the best kind of food and drink,” insisted the Sea Goat. “It’s 
free. I’m filling all my pockets before I leave.” 

“T really must introduce you to Dead Boy,” I said. “You have so much in 
common. How are you enjoying the party, Bruin?” 

“T only came along to keep William company,” said the Bear. “I am, 
after all, every boy’s friend and companion. And for all his many years 
William is still a boy in many ways. Besides, I do like to get away from 
Shadows Fall now and again. Our home-town has legends and wonders like 
a dog has fleas, and they can really get on your nerves, after a while. If 
everyone’s special, then noone is, really. The Nightside makes a pleasant 
change, for short periods. Because for all its sleazy nature, there are still 
many people here in need of a Bear’s friendship and comfort...” 

The Sea Goat made a loud rude noise, and we all looked round to see 
him glaring at the elves Cobweb and Moth as they passed by. 

They must have heard the Goat but chose not to acknowledge his 
presence. The Sea Goat ground his large blocky teeth together noisily. 

“Bloody elves,” he growled. “So up themselves they’re practically 
staring out their own nostrils. Giving me the cold shoulder because I used to 
be fictional. I was a much-loved children’s character! Until the Bear and I 
went out of fashion, and our books disappeared from the shelves. No-one 
wants good old traditional, glad-hearted adventure anymore. I was so much 
happier and contented when I wasn’t real.” 

“You never were happy and contented,” Bruin Bear said cheerfully. 
“That was part of your charm.” 


“You were charming,” the Goat said testily. “I was a character.” 

“And beloved by my generation,” said William, putting an arm across 
both their shoulders. “I had all your books when I was a boy. You helped 
make my childhood bearable, because your Golden Lands were one of the 
few places I could escape to that my father couldn’t follow.” 

“Elves,” growled the Sea Goat. “Wankers!” 

Cobweb and Moth turned suddenly and headed straight for us. Up close, 
they were suddenly and strikingly alien, not human in the least, their 
glamour falling away to reveal dangerous, predatory creatures. Elves have 
no souls, so they feel no mercy and no compassion. They can do any 
terrible thing that crosses their mind, and mostly they do, for any reason or 
none. William actually fell back a pace under the pressure of their inhuman 
gaze. Bruin Bear and the Sea Goat moved quickly forward to stand between 
William and the advancing elves. So of course I had to stand my ground, 
too. Even though the best way to win a fight with an elf is to run like fun 
the moment it notices you. 

The two elves came to a halt before us, casually elegant and deadly. 
Their faces were identical—same cat’s eyes, same pointed ears, same cold, 
cold smile. Cobweb wore grey, Moth wore blue. Up close, they smelled of 
musk and sulphur. 

“Watch your manners, little fiction,” said Moth. “Or we’ll teach you 
some.” 

The Sea Goat reached out with an overlong arm, grabbed the front of the 
elf’s tunic, picked him up, and threw him the length of the ballroom. The elf 
went flying over everyone’s heads, tumbling head over heels, making 
plaintive noises of distress. Cobweb watched his fellow elf disappear into 
the distance, then looked back at the Sea Goat, who smiled nastily at the elf, 
showing his large blocky teeth. 

“Hey, elf,” said the Goat. “Fetch.” 

There was the sound of something heavy hitting the far wall, then the 
floor, some considerable distance away, followed by pained moans. 
Cobweb turned his back on us and stalked away into the crowd, who were 
all chattering loudly. They hadn’t had this much fun at a party in years. It 
helped that absolutely no-one liked elves. Bruin Bear shook his head sadly. 

“Can’t take you anywhere...” 

William couldn’t speak for laughing. I hadn’t seen him laugh before. It 
looked good on him. 


“T should never have let you mix your drinks,” Bruin Bear scolded the 
Sea Goat. “You get nasty when you’ve been drinking.” 

“Elves,” growled the Goat. “And those two think they’re so big time, 
just because they got name-checked in a Shakespeare play. Have you ever 
seen A Midsummer Night’s Dream? Romantic twaddle! Don’t think the man 
ever met an elf in his life. One play...the Bear and me starred in thirty-six 
books! Even if no-one reads them anymore...” He sniffed loudly, a single 
large tear running down the side of his long, grey muzzle. “We used to be 
big, you know. Big! It’s the books that got small...” 

I excused myself and went to see if the elf was feeling okay after his 
forced landing. Not that I gave a damn, of course, but I could use a contact 
at the Faerie Court. And while an elf would know better than to respond to 
an offer of friendship, he might well respond to a decent-sized bribe. By the 
time I got to the other end of the ballroom, Moth was back on his feet and 
looking none the worse for his sudden enforced exit. It’s not easy to kill an 
elf, though it’s often worth the effort. Cobweb and Moth were currently 
doing their best to stare down Larry Oblivion, who was quietly but firmly 
refusing to be out-stared. 

“Queen Mab wants her wand back,” Cobweb said bluntly. 

“She sent us to tell you this,” said Moth. “Don’t make us tell you twice.” 

“Tough,” said Larry, entirely unmoved. “She wants it back, tell her to 
come herself.” 

“We could take it from you,” said Cobweb. 

“We'd like that,” said Moth. 

Larry laughed in their faces. “What are you going to do, kill me? Bit late 
for that. Queen Mab gave me her wand, for services rendered. You tell 
her...if she ever tries to pressure me again, I’1l tell everyone exactly what I 
did for her and why. Now push off, or I’ll set the Sea Goat on you.” 

“Queen Mab will not forget this slight,” said Cobweb. 

Larry Oblivion grinned. “Like I give a Puck.” 

The elves stalked away, not looking back. I studied Larry Oblivion 
thoughtfully, from a distance. I was seriously interested. Larry Oblivion had 
an elven weapon? That was worth knowing...The elves only unlocked their 
Armoury when they were preparing to go to war. And since I hadn’t seen 
Four Horsemen trotting through the Nightside recently, it seemed a few of 
the ancient elvish weapons were running around loose...I was. still 
considering the implications of that when the Lady Orlando turned up again 


and backed me into a corner before I could escape. She was in full flirt 
mode, and I had to wonder why she’d targeted me, when there were so 
many richer men in the room. Maybe she’d heard how much Griffin was 
paying me for this case... 

“John, darling,” she said, smiling dazzlingly, her eyes wide and hungry. 
“You must be the only real Nightside celebrity I haven’t had. I really must 
add you to my collection.” 

“Back off,” I said, not unkindly. “I’m spoken for.” 

“T just want your body,” said the Lady Orlando, wrinkling her perfect 
nose. “Not your love. I’m sure Suzie would understand.” 

“T’m pretty sure she wouldn’t,” I said. “Now be a good girl and go point 
those bosoms at someone else.” 

Luckily, at that point Eleanor Griffin turned up to rescue me. She 
breezed right past the Lady Orlando, slipped her arm through mine, and led 
me away in one smooth movement, before the Lady could object, chattering 
loudly non-stop so the Lady couldn’t even get an innuendo in. I didn’t dare 
look back. Hell hath no fury like a woman outscored. 

Eleanor was currently dressed as Madonna, from her John-Paul Gautier 
period, complete with black corset and brass breast cones. I looked them 
over and winced just a little. 

“Aren’t those cold?” 

Eleanor laughed briefly. “I’m wearing them for Marcel, to cheer him up. 
He’s fully recovered now, thanks to some heavy duty fast-acting healing 
spells, but he’s still a bit down in the dumps, because I’ve had him 
electronically tagged. If he tries to leave the Hall again to sneak off 
gambling, the tag will bite his leg off. He’s around here somewhere, 
sulking, dressed as Sky Masterson from Guys and Dolls. A bit predictable, I 
suppose, but he’s a big Marlon Brando fan. But never mind him. I need to 
talk to you, John. Am I correct in assuming that Daddy summoned you here 
to fill him in personally on your search for Melissa? Thought so. He’s 
always found it hard to delegate and depend on other people. Are you any 
nearer tracking her down?” 

“No,” I said, glad to be talking to someone I could be straight with. “I’ve 
talked to every member of your family, and if anyone knows anything, 
they’re doing a really good job of keeping it to themselves.” 

“Couldn’t you try asking, well, underground people you know? I mean, 
criminals and informers, that sort of person?” 


“The kind I know wouldn’t dare touch a Griffin,” I said. “No, the only 
people big and bad enough to try something like that are mostly right here 
in this room.” 

“Have you talked with Paul?” said Eleanor, not looking at me. 

“T spoke with Polly,” I said carefully. “I heard her sing. She’s got a really 
good voice.” 

“T’ve never heard Polly sing,” said Eleanor. “I can’t go to the club. Paul 
mustn’t know...that I know about Polly.” 

She led me back to William, who was standing alone now. The Sea Goat 
and Bruin Bear were presumably off getting into trouble somewhere else. 
William scowled ungraciously at Eleanor as we came to a halt before him. 
All the old sullenness was back in his face. 

“Whatever she’s been telling you about me, don’t believe a word of it,” 
he snapped. “Hell, don’t believe anything she tells you. Dear Eleanor 
always has her own agenda.” 

Eleanor smiled sweetly at him. “Name one person in our family who 
doesn’t, brother dear. Even sweet saintly Melissa had her own life, kept 
strictly separate from the rest of us.” 

“A secret life?” I said. “You mean like Paul?” 

“No-one knows,” said Eleanor. “She always was a very private little 
girl.” 

“Best way, in this family,” growled William. “People find out your 
secrets in this place, they use them against you.” 

They fell to squabbling then, rehearsing old hurts and grievances and 
wounds that had never been allowed to heal, and I just tuned them out. So 
Melissa had a secret life, so private that none of them had even thought to 
mention it before. Perhaps because no-one in this family liked to admit to 
not knowing something. 

I looked round the ballroom. The party seemed to be going well enough, 
but I was interested in the other Griffins. Jeremiah was right at the centre of 
things, of course, holding court before a large group who gave every 
indication of hanging on his every word. Mariah paraded back and forth 
through her artificial rose garden, accepting and bestowing compliments, in 
her element at last. I couldn’t see Marcel or Gloria anywhere, but it was a 
really big garden. So if I wanted to learn any more about Melissa’s secret 
life, I was going to have to dig it out of Eleanor and William. 


“Have you told him yet?” said William, in a very pointed way, and I 
started paying attention again. 

“T was working up to it,” said Eleanor. “It’s not the sort of thing you can 
just spring on someone, is it?” She turned to me, forcing the anger out of 
her face through sheer force of will, and in a moment she was all smiles and 
charm again. “John, we need you to do something for us.” 

“Set up the security field first,” William interrupted. 

“No-one can hear us in all this babble,” said Eleanor. “And a privacy 
shield might be noticed.” 

“This isn’t the sort of thing we can afford to have overheard,” said 
William. “Better for someone to be suspicious than for anyone to know.” 

“All right, all right!” 

She glanced unobtrusively around her and produced a small charm of 
carved bone from a concealed pocket. She clutched it in her fist, muttered 
an activating spell, and the background noise faded quickly away to 
nothing. I could see lips moving all around me, but not a whisper got 
through the shield; or, presumably, out. Our privacy was ensured. Until 
somebody noticed. I looked curiously at William and Eleanor, and they 
looked back at me with a kind of stubborn desperation in their faces. And I 
suddenly knew that whatever they were going to ask me, it had nothing at 
all to do with Melissa. 

“What would it take,” Eleanor said carefully, “for you to kill our father 
for us?” 

I looked at them both in silence for a long moment. Whatever I’d 
expected them to say, that wasn’t it. 

“You’re the only man who might stand a chance,” said William. “You 
can get close to him, where no-one else could.” 

“We’ve heard about some of the things you did,” said Eleanor. “During 
the Lilith War.” 

“Everyone says you did things no-one else could,” said William. “In the 
War.” 

“You want me to murder Jeremiah?” I said. “Why exactly would you 
want me to do that?” 

“To be free,” said William, and his gaze was so intense it seemed to bore 
right through me. “You have no idea what it’s like, having lived in his 
shadow for so long. My whole life controlled, and ruined, by him. You’ve 
seen the lengths I have to go to simply to feel free for a time.” 


“With him gone, we could live our own lives, at last,” said Eleanor. “It’s 
not like he ever loved either of us.” 

“This isn’t about money, or business, or power,” said William. “I’d give 
them all up to be free of him.” 

“Do it for us, John,” said Eleanor. “Do it for me.” 

“T’m a private eye,” I said. “Not an assassin.” 

“You don’t understand,” William said urgently. “We’ve talked this over. 
We believe our father is behind Melissa’s disappearance. We think he 
arranged to have her taken against her will from the Hall. Nothing happens 
here without his knowing, without his permission. Only he could have 
bypassed the Hall’s extensive security and made sure all the servants were 
in areas of the Hall where they wouldn’t see anything. He wants my 
daughter dead, with someone else set up to take the blame. I believe my 
daughter is dead, John, and I want that murder avenged.” 

“Tf he’s had Melissa killed,” said Eleanor, “my Paul could be next. I 
can’t let that happen. He’s all I’ve got that’s really mine. You have to help 
us, John. Our father is capable of anything to get what he wants.” 

“Then why did he hire me?” I said. 

“What better way publicly to display his grief and anger?” said William. 
“Our father’s always understood the need for good publicity.” 

“And if he does need someone to fix the blame on,” said Eleanor, “what 
better choice than the infamous John Taylor?” 

“The best way I can help you,” I said carefully, “is by finding Melissa 
and bringing her back, safe and well. I’ll go this far: whoever is behind her 
disappearance will get what’s coming to them. Whoever it turns out to be.” 

I walked away from them, bursting through the privacy field and back 
into the raucous clamour of the party. I had some thinking to do. I couldn’t 
say it surprised me that Jeremiah’s children would turn out to be as ruthless 
as him, but I was still disappointed in them. I’d started to like William and 
Eleanor. Still, could Jeremiah have brought me in to be his very visible fall 
guy? Someone to blame when Melissa never turned up? It wouldn’t be the 
first time a client had been less than honest with me. And as though just the 
thought was enough to conjure him up, Jeremiah appeared abruptly out of 
the crowd before me. 

“Not drinking?” he said cheerfully. “This is a party!” 

“Someone here needs to keep a clear head,” I said. 


Jeremiah nodded vaguely. “You haven’t seen Paul around anywhere, 
have you? I had one of the servants shout through his door that I expected 
him to make an appearance along with the rest of the family, but that’s Paul 
for you. Probably still sulking in his room, with his music turned up loud. 
Unless he’s sneaked out again.” Jeremiah laughed briefly. It had a sour 
sound. “He thinks I don’t know...Nothing goes on in this house that I don’t 
know about. I had some of my people follow him at first, from a discreet 
distance...turns out the boy’s a shirtlifter. Spends all his time at gay clubs... 
After everything I did to try and make a man out of him. Damned shame, 
but what can you do?” 

I nodded. It was clear Jeremiah didn’t know about Polly, and I wasn’t 
about to tell him. 

“Why didn’t you tell me this was a costume party?” I said. “I feel rather 
out of place. It might even have been embarrassing if I was the kind who 
got embarrassed.” 

“But you’re not,” said Jeremiah. “I needed you to come as you are so 
everyone would be sure to recognise you. I want them all to know you’re 
working for me. First, it makes it clear that I’m doing something about 
Melissa’s kidnapping. Second, the fact that I’m able to hire you, the 
infamous John Taylor, helps make me look strong and in command. 
Perception is everything, in business. And third, maybe your presence will 
be enough to provoke Melissa’s captors into making a move, at last. Have 
you found out anything yet?” 

“Only that someone is really determined to keep me from finding out 
what’s going on,” I said. “And you already knew that.” 

“Ah. Yes. That business in the conference room.” Jeremiah scowled at 
me. “You must hurry, Taylor. Time is running out.” 

“For her?” I said. “Or for you?” 

“Both.” 

Suddenly, the doors to the ballroom slammed open with a deafening 
crash. Everyone turned to look, and a sudden hush fell across the party 
because there in the doorway, standing perfectly poised and at ease, was 
Walker. The man who currently ran the Nightside, inasmuch as anyone did, 
or could, because everyone else was too scared to challenge him. In the old 
days he was the voice of the Authorities, those grey shadowy men behind 
the scenes, but now they were dead and gone, and Walker was... The Man. 


As always, he looked every inch the smart city gent, in his expensively 
cut suit, old school tie, and bowler hat. Calm, relaxed, and always very, 
very dangerous. He had to be in his sixties now, his trim figure yielding just 
a little to gravity and good living, but he still radiated confidence and quiet 
power. His face seemed younger, but his eyes were old. Walker represented 
authority now, if not actually law and order; and he did so love to make an 
entrance. 

He looked round the ballroom, smiling politely, taking his time. Letting 
everyone get a good look at him. He had come alone into the lair of his 
enemies, and I had to wonder whom he could call on for support, now. 
There was a time when he could have summoned armies to back him up, 
from the military and the church, courtesy of the Authorities. But would 
those armies still come now if he called? They might—this was Walker, 
after all. A man who knew many things, not all of them good or lawful or 
healthy. 

The crowd fell back to allow Jeremiah to walk unhurriedly through it to 
confront Walker. Walker smiled easily and let the most powerful 
businessman in the Nightside come to him. I moved quickly after Jeremiah. 
I wasn’t going to miss this. Jeremiah came to a stop before Walker, looked 
him up and down, and snorted dismissively. Walker nodded politely. 

“You’ve got a nerve coming here, Walker,” said Jeremiah. “Into my 
house, my home, uninvited!” 

“IT go where I’m needed, Jeremiah,” said Walker, his calm voice carrying 
clearly on the quiet. “You know that. Nice place you’ve got here. Good 
security systems, too. State-of-the-art. But you should have known even 
they wouldn’t be enough to keep me out when I want in. Still, not to worry; 
I haven’t come to haul you away in chains. Not this time. I’ve come to take 
someone else away, to answer for their crimes.” 

“Everyone present in this room is a guest of mine,” Jeremiah said 
immediately. “And therefore under my personal protection. You can’t lay a 
finger on any of them.” 

“Oh, I think you’ ll want me to take this person away,” said Walker, still 
smiling, entirely unmoved by the Griffin’s open defiance. “They really have 
been very naughty.” 

He looked round the ballroom, and any number of people quailed under 
his glance, because after all...this was Walker, and they all had something 
to feel guilty about. 


Jeremiah snapped a Word of Power, and his security came bursting right 
out of the ballroom walls—huge grey golems twice the size of a man, with 
fists like mauls. There was a great commotion among the guests as they 
scrambled to get out of the golems’ way. The ugly grey things crashed 
through the artificial rose garden, destroying the hedges and the bushes, 
intent on their prey. One guest didn’t get out of their way fast enough, and 
the golems trampled him underfoot, ignoring his screams. The floor shook 
under their heavy tread as they closed in on Walker. 

He stood his ground, entirely casual and at his ease. He waited till they 
were almost upon him, and then he used his Voice on them. The Voice that 
cannot be disobeyed. 

“Go away,” Walker said to the golems. “Go back where you came from, 
and don’t bother me again.” 

The golems stopped as one in a great crash of heavy feet, then they all 
turned and walked back through the party and disappeared into the ballroom 
walls again. Jeremiah called desperately after them, using increasingly 
powerful Words, but they ignored him. They still had Walker’s Voice 
echoing in their heads, and there wasn’t room for anything else. They 
disappeared one by one until they were all gone, and none of the guests said 
anything. They watched until all the golems had disappeared, then they 
looked at Jeremiah, then they looked at Walker. And everyone in the 
ballroom knew where the real power lay. Jeremiah glared at Walker, his 
hands clenched into fists, actually trembling with rage. 

“You’ll never get out of here alive, Walker. Everything in this house is a 
weapon I can use against you.” 

“Oh hush, Jeremiah, there’s a good fellow; petulance is so unbecoming 
in a man of your age and standing. I told you I’m not here for you. Believe 
me, you want this person out of here as much as I do. Because one of your 
guests isn’t who you think they are.” 

That got everyone’s attention. They all started looking around them, 
some actually backing away from each other. Where once they might have 
united against Walker, now they were all looking out for themselves. 
Walker strode past Jeremiah, nodding to me in an affable, urbane, and 
totally dismissive way, and walked into the crowd as though he was a 
favourite uncle come to bestow gifts. The thoroughly unnerved guests 
scattered before him, but he only had eyes for one very well known 


personage. He came to a halt before her and shook his head, seemingly 
more in sorrow than in anger. 

“But...that’s the Lady Orlando!” protested Jeremiah. 

“Not as such,” said Walker, studying the Lady Orlando thoughtfully 
while she stared coldly back at him. “Actually, this is the Charnel Chimera 
—shapeshifter, soul eater, identity thief. Not the Lady Orlando at all. So, 
show yourself. Show us your true face.” 

His Voice beat upon the air, as unrelenting as fate, as unavoidable as 
death. The Lady Orlando opened her mouth, then kept on opening it, 
stretching her features unnaturally, and the sound that came out of the ugly 
gaping maw was in no way human. Impelled by Walker’s Voice, the 
creature before us dropped the shape it had adapted and showed us what it 
really was. The Lady Orlando melted away, revealing a horrid patchwork 
thing, like pieces of raw meat slapped together in a roughly human shape. It 
was all red-and-purple flesh, wet and glistening, marked with dark traceries 
of pulsing veins. The lumpy head was featureless, save for a circular mouth 
filled with needle teeth. The thing stank of filth and decay, sulphur and 
ammonia like all the bodies in a charnel house far gone in rot and 
suppuration. All around the thing people were stumbling backwards, 
coughing and choking at the smell, horrified at the awful creature that had 
walked unsuspected among them. Nightmares like this belonged in the 
streets of the Nightside, not in the safer and protected houses of the rich. 
The Charnel Chimera stood its ground, brought to bay, and turned its 
terribly unfinished face on Walker, who stared calmly back at it. When the 
creature finally spoke, its voice sounded more like an insect’s buzz than 
anything else. 

“Even your Voice can’t hold me for long, Walker. It was never designed 
to work on such as me. There are far too many people in me for you to 
control us all.” 

“What the hell is that thing?” I said. ’'d come forward to join Walker, 
thinking he might need some kind of backup. 

“The Charnel Chimera collects DNA through casual contact,” said 
Walker, not taking his eyes off the creature. “Handshakes, and the like. And 
then it stores the epithelial cells in its internal database. It’s always adding 
new people to its collection. It only needs a few cells to be able to duplicate 
anyone, right down to the last hair on their head. But to hold on to a single 
shape for long, it needs to kidnap the victim, imprison them somewhere 


safe, and...feed off them. Some kind of psychic transference...Until the 
original is all used up and rots away to nothing. And then the Charnel 
Chimera has to move on to a new form. 

“One of my agents tracked down the creature’s lair and found the real 
Lady Orlando chained to a wall in a rather nasty little oubliette under an 
abandoned warehouse out on Desolation Row. Along with the rotting 
remains of over a dozen previous victims.” Walker shook his head sadly at 
the creature before him. “You really shouldn’t have taken such a well- 
known personage. You’re not that good an actor. But it got you in here, 
didn’t it? Among all the rich, important people. You must have been spoilt 
for choice for your next identity. How many hands did you shake? How 
many cheeks did you kiss?” 

Shocked and disgusted noises came from all across the ballroom, as 
people remembered greeting or being greeted by the Lady Orlando, who 
was always so very popular, and so very touchy-feely...A few actually 
vomited. I remembered being backed into a corner, and the Lady saying to 
me, J want your body...I really must add you to my collection. And how 
badly I had misunderstood. 

Jimmy Thunder, his face bright crimson with outrage, came roaring up 
behind the Charnel Chimera and hit it over the head with his hammer. The 
blunt meaty head collapsed under the impact and crashed down between its 
shoulder-blades, scattering bits of flesh like shrapnel, only to rise back up 
again with a soft wet sucking sound. The creature whirled round 
unnaturally fast and hit Thunder hard with an oversized arm. The Norse 
godling flew through the air and crashed into the wall behind him so hard 
he cracked the wooden panelling from top to bottom. The creature swung 
back to lash out at Walker, but he’d already stepped back out of reach. I saw 
Dead Boy eagerly pushing his way forward through the panicking crowd 
and yelled to him. 

“Keep it busy! I’ve got an idea!” 

Dead Boy came charging out of the crowd and threw himself at the 
Charnel Chimera. He waded right in, grabbing meaty chunks of the 
creature’s body with his bare hands, tearing them free by brute force, and 
throwing them aside. The creature didn’t bleed, but it howled with rage and 
hit Dead Boy square in the face with a hand like a fleshy club. Dead Boy’s 
head snapped all the way round under the terrible force of the blow, and 
people gasped as they heard his neck break. Dead Boy stood for a moment 


with his face staring right at me, twisted so far round it was practically on 
back to front. Then he winked at me and slowly turned his head back into 
its proper position. In the shocked silence we could all hear his neck bones 
grinding as they realigned themselves. Dead Boy grinned nastily at the 
Charnel Chimera. 

“That the best you’ve got? I’m dead, remember? Come on, give me your 
best shot! I can take it!” 

The two of them slammed together, tearing at each other with unnatural 
strength, while everyone around them cried out in shock and horror at the 
awful things they were doing to each other. And while all this was going on 
I concentrated on slowly and cautiously raising my gift, opening my inner 
eye, my third eye, a fraction at a time. Previously, when I’d tried to use my 
gift in this house, Someone had shut me down, hard. But nothing happened 
this time, and I was able to use my gift to find the old and very nasty magic 
that held the various parts of the Charnel Chimera together, in defiance of 
all natural laws. And it was the easiest thing in the world for me to rip that 
magic away. 

The creature just fell apart. It screamed like a soul newly damned to Hell 
as all the separate pieces of meat dropped to the floor, already rotting, the 
last dying remnants of people the creature had been before. The Charnel 
Chimera collapsed, its scream choking off as it sagged to the floor, losing 
all shape and running like filthy liquids, until nothing was left but a quietly 
steaming stain on the floor and the last, lingering traces of its charnel house 
stench. 

Walker nodded pleasantly to me. “Thank you, John. I could have 
handled it myself. In fact, I would have liked to take it back in one piece for 
questioning and study...but then, you can’t have everything.” 

“Indeed,” I said. “Where would you put it all?” 

Jeremiah came over to join us and looked down at the stain on the floor. 
“First you, Walker, and now this. It’s getting so anyone can walk into my 
house. I’m going to have to upgrade my security again. What am I supposed 
to do with this mess? Look, there are still bits of meat scattered 
everywhere.” 

“Tasty,” said Dead Boy, chewing on something. “Why not jam them on 
cocktail sticks and hand them round as party snacks? People could take 
them home in doggy bags, as party favours.” 


More people vomited, and there was general backing away from Dead 
Boy. I looked apologetically at Jeremiah. 

“Sorry about that. Being dead hasn’t mellowed him at all. He doesn’t get 
invited out much, you know.” 

“Really?” said Jeremiah. “You do surprise me.” 

“Nice use of the Voice,” I said to Walker. “But I have to wonder, with 
the Authorities dead and gone now, who’s powering it? Or should that be 
What, rather than Who?” 

“Life goes on,” Walker said easily. “And I’m still in charge. Because 
somebody has to be. Certainly I don’t see anyone suitable coming forward 
to replace me.” 

“You’ve always hated the Nightside,” I said. “You told me it was your 
dearest wish to wipe out the whole damned freak show, before it spilled out 
over its boundaries to infect the rest of the world.” 

“Perhaps I’m mellowing in my old age,” said Walker. “All that matters 
is that I am still here, preserving order in the Nightside, and with the 
Authorities gone, I have a much freer hand to go after those who threaten 
the way things are.” 

“T see,” I said. “And would that include people like me?” 

“Probably,” said Walker. 

“You kidnapped my grand-daughter!” Jeremiah said abruptly, his face 
ablaze with the power of a new idea, glaring right into Walker’s face. “You 
walked right past my security and used your Voice to make Melissa leave 
with you! What is she? Your hostage, your insurance to stop me from taking 
my rightful place as ruler of the Nightside?” 

“That certainly sounds like something I might do,” murmured Walker. 
“But I don’t need to stop you from taking over. You’re not up to it. And I 
wouldn’t take your grand-daughter because we both know I’d be the first 
person you would come after. And I don’t want another war in the 
Nightside, just yet.” 

“You think I’d take your word for it?” snorted the Griffin. “T’ll tear this 
whole city down to find where you’ve hidden her!” 

“Would you swear to me that you had nothing to do with Melissa’s 
disappearance?” I said quickly to Walker. 

“Would you swear it, on my father’s name?” 

“Yes, John,” said Walker. “TI’ll swear to that, on your father’s name.” 

I looked at Jeremiah. “He hasn’t got her.” 


“How can you be so sure?” Jeremiah said suspiciously. “Exactly how 
closely are you two connected?” 

“Long story,” I said. “Let’s just say...he knows better than to lie to me.” 

Walker nodded politely to Jeremiah, tipped his bowler hat briefly to me, 
and walked unhurriedly out of the ballroom. No-one said anything, or tried 
to stop him, not even Jeremiah. Shortly after Walker left, the butler Hobbes 
arrived with a small army of servants to clean up the mess and restore order 
to the demolished hedges and rose-bushes trampled by the golems. The 
party slowly resumed, with much animated chatter over what had just 
happened. They’d be telling stories about it for years. 


Surprisingly, the Griffin didn’t seem at all put out. Once Walker was gone, 
Jeremiah calmed right down and even started smiling again. “Nothing like a 
little excitement to get your party talked about,” he said cheerfully. “Look at 
Mariah, surrounded by all her friends and hangers-on, all of them 
comforting her and offering to bring her food or drink or anything else she 
might desire...and she’s loving it. She’s the centre of attention now, and 
that’s all she ever wanted. Behind the tears and the swoons, she knows all 
this excitement guarantees her party will be written up in all the right 
places, and anyone who wasn’t here will be killingly jealous of everyone 
who was.” 

He looked at me thoughtfully. “One of the problems with living as long 
as we have is that you’ve seen it all, done it all. Boredom is the enemy, and 
anything new is welcomed, good or bad. Everyone in my family is 
preoccupied with finding new things to distract and entertain them. I’ve 
spent centuries fighting and intriguing to gain control of the Nightside, 
because...it was there. The most difficult task I could set myself, and the 
biggest prize. Anything less...would have been unworthy of me. And now 
it infuriates me! That I’m so close to winning it all, and perhaps a bit too 
late!” 

“Because you’re expecting to die soon?” I said bluntly. 

“There’s a way out of every bargain,” said Jeremiah, not looking at me. 
“And a way to break every deal. You only have to be smart enough to find 
it.” 

“Even if it means killing your own grand-children to stay alive?” 

He finally looked at me, and surprised me by laughing, painfully. “No. I 
couldn’t do that. Not even if I wanted to.” 


“You have to tell me the truth,” I said. “The whole truth, or I’m never 
going to get anywhere with this case. Talk to me, Jeremiah. Tell me what I 
need to know. Tell me about the cellar under this house, for instance, and 
why no-one but yourself is ever allowed to go down there.” 

“You have been digging, haven’t you?” said Jeremiah. 

“You do want me to find Melissa, don’t you?” 

“Yes. I do. Above everything else, I want that.” 

“Then either take me down to the cellar and show me what you’ve got 
hidden there, or tell me the truth about how you became immortal.” 

The Griffin sighed but didn’t seem too displeased by my insistence. 
“Very well,” he said finally. “Come with me, and we’ll discuss this in 
private.” 

I was half-expecting another privacy field, but the Griffin led me over to 
a corner of the ballroom, produced a small golden key on a length of gold 
chain, and fitted the key carefully into a small lock hidden inside a 
particularly rococo piece of scroll-work. The key turned, and a whole 
section of the wall swung open, revealing a room beyond. Jeremiah ushered 
me in, then shut and locked the door behind us. The room was empty, the 
walls bare, dimly lit by a single light that came on as we entered. 

“T keep this room for private business conferences,” said Jeremiah. “It’s 
specially shielded against all eavesdroppers. You’d be surprised how much 
business gets done at parties. Hobbes will stand guard outside, to see that 
we’re not disturbed. So...here I am at last, finally about to tell someone the 
true story of my beginnings as an immortal. I always thought I’d find it 
difficult, but now that the moment has arrived I find myself almost eager to 
unburden myself. Secrets weigh you down; and I have carried this one for 
SO Many years... 

“Yes, John. I really did make a deal with the Devil, back when I was 
nothing more than a simple mendicant in twelfth-century London. It wasn’t 
even particularly difficult. Heaven and Hell were a lot closer to people in 
those days. I took an old parchment scroll I’d acquired in part payment of 
an old debt and used it to summon up the Prince of Darkness himself.” He 
stopped abruptly, looking at his hands as they shook, remembering the 
moment. “I abjured and bound him to appear in a form bearable to human 
eyes, but even so, what I saw...But I was so very ambitious in my young 
days, and I thought I was so clever. I should have read the contract I signed 
in my own blood more carefully. The Devil is always in the details... 


“There is a clause, you see, in that original infernal document, which 
states that any grand-child of my line, once safely born, cannot be killed by 
me. Neither can I have them killed, or through inaction allow them to come 
to harm. On pain of forfeiture of soul. So once I discovered their existence 
and had them brought before me, all that was left...was to embrace them. In 
a way I never did, or could, with William and Eleanor. Two grand-children 
were my death sentence, the sign of my inevitable damnation, but I couldn’t 
say their existence came as much of a surprise. I did everything I could to 
ensure I’d never father children, but they came anyway. I could have had 
them killed, but...a man wants his line to continue, even if he knows it 
means his end. I’m a ruthless man, John. I’ve destroyed many men in my 
time. But I never once harmed a child. 

“T tried my best with Paul, but it soon became clear he could never lead 
the family, any more than William could. Not their fault—they were born to 
wealth and luxury. Made them soft. But Melissa...turned out to be the best 
of all of us. The only uncorrupted Griffin.” 

“And the cellar?” I said. “What have you got down there?” 

“The contract I signed, locked away and hidden, and protected by very 
powerful defences. I came to the Nightside because I’d heard that Heaven 
and Hell couldn’t interfere directly, but of course, they both had their agents 
here. And while the contract cannot be destroyed, someone with the right 
connections to Heaven or Hell could rewrite its terms. I couldn’t risk that. I 
have paid so very much for my immortality.” 

“Why the sudden change in your will?” I said. “Why risk alienating your 
whole family by leaving everything to Melissa?” 

“Because she’s the only one fit to run the empire I built. Her 
intelligence, her drive, her strength of character...made me see how limited 
the others are. What could I leave to my wife that others wouldn’t take from 
her? Mariah couldn’t hang on to anything I gave her. She’d throw my 
empire away, or let others take control of it through impulsive marriages or 
bad business deals. And it’s not like she’Il be left impoverished. She has her 
own money, invested in properties all over the Nightside. She thinks I don’t 
know! She never could hide anything from me, least of all the identities of 
her many lovers, men and women. I don’t begrudge her, not really. All my 
family has a desperate need for novelty in all things, to divert us from the 
endless stream of similar days...And William and Eleanor are just too 
damned weak.” 


“Oh, I don’t know,” I said. “They might surprise you.” 

“No,” Jeremiah said firmly. “They wouldn’t. They couldn’t hold on to 
my business. If I left it to one, the other would try and take it, and they’d 
destroy my empire fighting over it, like two dogs with one bone. If I left the 
business to both of them, they’d destroy it fighting for control. They’re both 
Griffins enough that neither would settle for second best. And Paul...has 
made it very clear he’s not interested. My empire must survive, John. It’s all 
I have to leave behind...my footprints on the world. A business is perhaps 
the only thing in this world that can be truly immortal...I can’t let it be 
destroyed. Or everything I’ve done has been for nothing.” 

“You’re sure there’s nothing you can do?” I said. “You’re sure that 
you’re...damned?” 

He smiled briefly. “Everything I’ve created and everything I own, I’d 
give it all up in a heart’s beat to avoid what’s coming...but there’s no way 
out. Even apart from the deal I made, I’ve damned myself to the Pit a 
thousand times over by the things I’ve done to make myself rich and 
powerful. I was immortal, you see, so what did sin matter to such as I? I 
was never going to have to pay the price for all the terrible things I did...” 

“But...all the years you’ve lived,” I said. “All the things you’ve seen 
and done, aren’t they enough?” 

“No! Not nearly enough! Life is still sweet, even after all these 
centuries.” 

“All the things you could have achieved,” I said slowly. “With your 
centuries of wealth and power. You could have been someone. Someone 
who mattered.” 

“Do you think I don’t know that?” said the Griffin. “I know that. But all 
I’ve ever been any good at is business. I sold my soul away to eternal 
punishment, and all I have to show for it is...things.” 

There was a sudden, though very polite, knock at the door. Jeremiah 
opened it with his golden key, and Hobbes came in, bearing a folded letter 
on a silver tray. Next to the letter was a knife. 

“Forgive the interruption, sir, but it seems we have a ransom note at 
last.” 

Jeremiah snatched the letter from the tray, opened it, and read it quickly. 
I looked at Hobbes, then at the knife still on the tray. 

“The letter was pinned to the front door with the knife, sir,” said Hobbes. 


I took the knife and examined it while Jeremiah scowled over the letter. 
There wouldn’t be any physical evidence. These people were professionals, 
but there might still be some psychic traces I could pick up. I started to raise 
my gift, and once again a force from Outside slammed my inner eye shut. I 
tensed and stared quickly about me, but nothing appeared to attack me this 
time. I scowled, and studied the knife again. Just an ordinary, everyday 
knife with nothing unusual or distinctive about it. No doubt the paper and 
ink used in the letter would prove just as commonplace. Nice touch with 
pinning the letter to the front door. Traditional. Symbolic. And meaningful, 
saying We can come and go as we please, and you’ll never see us. Jeremiah 
handed me the letter, and I put the knife back on the tray so I could study 
the note thoroughly. It was typed, in a standard font. 

“We demand that Jeremiah Griffin put up all his holdings, business and 
personal, at public auction and dispose of everything he owns, within the 
next twelve hours. All monies gained are then to be given away to 
established charities. Only then will the Griffin see his grand-daughter 
Melissa alive and well. If the Griffin agrees, he is to go to the address 
below, in person and alone, within the next hour, and give evidence that the 
process has begun. Should the Griffin fail to do so, he will never see his 
grand-daughter again.” 

I checked the address at the bottom of the letter. I knew it. An 
underground parking area, in the heart of the business district. I looked at 
Jeremiah. 

“Interesting,” I said. “That they should demand from you the one thing 
you’d never give up, even for Melissa.” 

“T can’t let her die,” said the Griffin. “She’s the only good thing that ever 
came out of my life.” 

“But if you give up your business, then it’s all been for nothing.” 

“T know!” Jeremiah looked at me, his face torn with anguish. “I can’t let 
these bastards win! Destroy everything I’ve created! John, there must be 
some way to save Melissa without having to give the kidnappers what they 
want. Can’t you do anything?” 

“You can’t go to this meeting,” I said firmly. “Then they’d have you and 
Melissa, and no guarantee they’d ever release either of you. Even if they got 
what they wanted. They could just kill you both right there, on the spot. For 
all we know, that could be what this has all been about—to get you so 


rattled you’d leave your security and walk into an obvious trap. No, I’ll go. 
See if I can negotiate a better deal.” 

“They might kill Melissa immediately once they see you coming, 
instead of me!” 

“No,” I said. “These are professionals. They’d know better than to get 
me angry at them.” 


NINE 


One Dead Griffin 


veryone knows that the traffic in the Nightside never stops. That all the 
E cars and trucks and vehicles, some of which are so much more than 
they appear, are only passing through on their way to somewhere more 
interesting. But like most of the things that everyone knows, it’s only partly 
true. Some of these anonymous vehicles ferry important people to important 
places in the Nightside, and there has to be somewhere for these very 
important people to leave their very dangerous cars while they attend their 
extremely private meetings. So there are car-parks in the Nightside, but 
they’re limited to the business area so that when, rather than if, things go 
horribly wrong...the damage and loss of life can be restricted to one 
confined area. 

I persuaded Dead Boy to drive me over to the business area. I couldn’t 
tell him why I needed to get there so urgently, but he was used to that from 
me. And he must have seen something in my face because for once he 
didn’t give me a hard time about it. We drove in silence through the busy 
Nightside streets, and all the other hungry and dangerous vehicles 
recognised the futuristic car and took great pains to maintain a safe and 
respectful distance. I was still trying to decide what to do for the best. This 
could all go terribly wrong, in any number of distressing ways, but...it 
wasn’t like I had any other leads. All this time I’d spent looking for 
Melissa, and now I was handed her location on a plate. Had to be a trap. 
And the kidnappers had to know that I’d know...So either they had 


something really nasty lined up and waiting for me, or... was missing 
something, and the situation wasn’t at all what I thought it was. It didn’t 
matter. If there was even the smallest chance of rescuing Melissa from her 
captors, I had to take it, no matter what the risk. 

That was what I signed on for. 

There was always a chance the kidnappers would shoot me on sight for 
not being the Griffin, but I was counting on my reputation to make them 
hesitate long enough for me to get the first word in. There are lots of stories 
floating around the Nightside of really nasty things that have happened to 
people who pulled guns on me. Most of these stories aren’t true, or at least 
greatly exaggerated, but I make a point of encouraging them. It helps to 
keep the flies off. Sometimes a scary rep can be better protection than 
triple-weave Kevlar. If I could just get them talking, I was pretty sure I 
could get them to negotiate. I can talk most people into anything, if I can 
just get them to stop trying to kill me long enough to listen. 

Dead Boy found the address easily enough, in spite of my directions, 
and brought his marvellous car gliding to a halt a sensible distance away. 
We looked the place over from the safety of the car. Business operations 
and warehouses with steel-shuttered windows and reinforced doors, 
guarded by heavily armed security men and magical protections so 
powerful they all but shimmered on the air, filled the area. Not many people 
on the streets. People only come here to do business, and they wouldn’t be 
seen dead just walking. No hot neon here, none of the usual come-ons. This 
was where sober people met to make sober deals, and money changed 
hands so often it wore the serial numbers off. Tourists were firmly 
discouraged from lingering, and you could be shot on sight for looking 
scruffy. 

The underground parking area looked like all the others—a single 
entrance, a long, sloping ramp down to an underground concrete bunker, 
and lots of heavily armed rent-a-cops in gaudy uniforms hanging around 
trying to look tough. Dead Boy stirred uncomfortably beside me. 

“T could come with you,” he said. “I could help. With whatever this is. 
No-one would have to know I was there. I could hide in the shadows. I’m 
really good at hiding in shadows. It’s all part of being dead.” 

“No,” I said. “Too many things could go wrong. They’re going to be 
upset enough at seeing me instead of the Griffin. So I think we’ll keep the 
shocks to a minimum. Thanks for offering, though.” 


“Hell,” said Dead Boy, “if I let you get killed on my watch, Suzie 
Shooter will blow away both my knee-caps, then rip all my bones out. One 
at atime. You want me to wait for you?” 

“Better not,” I said. “There’s no telling how long this could take, and 
your car is already drawing glances. You go on. I’ ll see you later.” 

“T’ve got a whole lot of guns stacked away in this car,” said Dead Boy, 
“and quite a few things that go Bang! in a loud and unfriendly manner.” 

I gave him a look, and he had the grace to look embarrassed. “When 
have I ever needed a gun?” I said. 

I got out of the car and strolled down the street, not looking at anything 
in particular. Dead Boy drove off, slipping easily into the sparse traffic of 
the business area. The entrance to the car-park didn’t seem to be protected 
by anything serious; presumably the need for constant easy access made 
that impractical. And once inside, the only security I’d have to face would 
be the rent-a-cops. The vehicles were expected to be able to look after 
themselves. 

Some cars specialise in looking helpless, so they can sucker another 
vehicle into getting too close; and then out come the teeth and claws, and 
the suckered car moves down one place on the food chain. Survival of the 
fittest doesn’t only apply to the living in the Nightside. And any human 
thief foolish enough to try it on with the cars in a place like this deserves 
every appalling thing that happens to him. The cars here are death on 
wheels, monsters in living steel. 

The rent-a-cops were only around to keep out the uninvited and to try 
and persuade the various vehicles to play nicely with each other. Mostly 
they shot at anyone who wasn’t them and hid behind anything solid when 
the cars started getting frisky. Rocket scientists need not apply. I found an 
air vent round a comer, pried it open, and peered down into the 
underground parking area. Noone saw me, no-one challenged me. One good 
thing about a night that never ends—there’s never any shortage of shadows 
to hide in. 

Though you have to be careful something isn’t already in there. 

Some twenty or so assorted vehicles lay spread out across the concrete, 
with plenty of space between them to avoid territory disputes. Lots of open 
space, lots of shadows despite the bright electric lighting, and only a 
handful of rent-a-cops on the ground. Melissa’s captors must have chosen 
this place and time carefully, to limit the number of men and cars present. 


So, first things first. Get rid of the guards. I took half a dozen marbles from 
my coat-pocket and tossed them carefully down through the open air vent, 
one at a time. Each marble hit a parked car, and six different alarms went 
off at once. More alarms joined in, as other vehicles snapped awake, angry 
and suspicious and prepared to defend against any attack. 

Horns sounded, Klaxons blared, and two cars lashed out at everything 
around them, thinking they’d been sneaked up on while they were dozing. 
Vehicles swelled in size, bonnets opening to reveal bright red maws lined 
with rows of grinding steel teeth. Machine guns extended from unlikely 
locations, along with chain-saws, energy weapons, and even a few missile 
launchers. Cars barked challenges at each other, radiators drooled acid that 
ate into the ground, and there was a terrible revving of engines. The rent-a- 
cops ran for their lives, not looking back. And all I had to do was walk 
round to the undefended entrance and stroll casually down the long, curving 
ramp into the parking area. 

The vehicles detected my presence long before I could see them, and 
one by one they quieted down, settling back into watchful readiness. They 
recognised me. By the time I reached the bottom of the slope, everything 
was calm and quiet again. I made my way slowly and carefully between the 
parked cars, careful not to get too close to any of them. The cars watched 
me pass in silence, their headlamps blinking on and off to keep track of me. 
A few pretended to be sleeping, but I wasn’t fooled. Get too close, and 
pride would demand they at least take a snap at me. A radiator grille 
stretched slowly as I approached, separating into metal teeth. A long pink 
tongue emerged, slowly licked the teeth, then disappeared again. I kept 
walking. A few cars edged away, to give me more room, and one actually 
disappeared. 

Reputations are great. As long as you don’t start believing them 
yourself. 

I left the parked vehicles behind, to our mutual relief, and headed for the 
far end of the parking area, where Melissa’s captors were supposed to be 
waiting. I still couldn’t see anyone. I was leaving the lighted area behind, 
and the shadows were getting darker and deeper. My footsteps sounded 
very loud on the quiet surface. I tried firing up my gift, to search out any 
hidden traps or nasty surprises, but although nothing interfered to stop me 
this time, the aether in the car-park was so suffused with protection magics I 
couldn’t See a thing. It was like peering through fog. 


A single bright light snapped on over a doorway at the back I hadn’t 
noticed before. A dozen dark figures stood close together, staring silently at 
me. Set against the bright light they were just silhouettes. Could have been 
anybody. I stopped and looked at them. They had to know by know that I 
wasn’t Jeremiah Griffin. 

“Over here, Mr. Taylor,” said a harsh female voice. 

“We’ve been waiting for you.” 

A trap. Just as I’d thought. I straightened my back, put on my most 
confident smile, and sauntered unhurriedly over to join them. Never let 
them see they’ve got you worried. Someone at Griffin Hall must have told 
them I was coming in the Griffin’s place. Could the kidnappers have had 
someone operating inside the Hall all along? My first thought had been that 
it was an inside job... 

I was soon close enough to see them clearly, and the only reason I didn’t 
blurt out something in surprise was because I was shocked silent. Nuns. 
They were all nuns, in full habit and wimple, and all of them carrying guns. 
Really serious guns. And they all looked like they knew how to use them. 
Nuns? Melissa Griffin had been kidnapped by nuns? Actually...an awful lot 
of things were starting to make sense now. I came to a halt before them and 
nodded politely to the one nun standing a little forward, at their head. 

“So,” I said, keeping my voice carefully calm and casual. “How did the 
Salvation Army Sisterhood get involved in kidnapping?” 

The nuns stirred uneasily. They clearly hadn’t expected to be identified 
so easily. The head nun glared at me. She was tall and blocky, with a blunt, 
plain face and fierce dark eyes. She looked like she meant business. 

“Your reputation as a detective goes before you, Mr. Taylor,” she said. 
“Indulge me. How did you identify our order so quickly?” 

“My attackers at Divas! were all nuns,” I said easily. “And the woman 
who attacked me with Kayleigh’s Eye at Strangefellows did so right after 
some of your Sisters had given me the evil eye. For no reason I could 
understand. Of course, now it’s obvious—once you knew I was on the case 
you were hoping a pre-emptive strike would keep me from interfering. But 
I’m still baffled as to why you should want to kidnap a teenaged girl. That’s 
a bit low-rent for such infamous Christian terrorists as yourselves, isn’t it?” 

“We are not terrorists!” snapped the head nun. “We are Warriors of the 
Lord! We act in His name. And we go where we are needed.” 


“Lot of people claim to act in God’s name,” I said. “Did you ask His 
permission first?” 

“We have sworn our lives and our sacred honour to God,” the nun said 
proudly. 

“What about the innocent victims who died at Divas!” I said. 

“Things got out of hand there,” said the nun, meeting my gaze steadily. 
“Mistakes were made. You made us pay a heavy price for those mistakes. 
So many good and noble Sisters dead. How is your conscience, Mr. 
Taylor?” 

I studied her thoughtfully. “Are you the one who’s been interfering with 
my gift, just lately>” 

“No. We would if we could, but we don’t have that kind of power.” 

“Damn,” I said. “That means I’ve got another enemy out there 
somewhere...” 

The nun sniffed impatiently. “Let your mind wander on your own time. I 
am Sister Josephine. I will speak for the Salvation Army Sisterhood.” 

“T want to see Melissa,” I said immediately. “I need to know she’s still 
alive and well, or there’ ll be no negotiations.” 

“Of course,” said Sister Josephine, and she turned and gestured briefly 
to the nuns behind her. Those at the back parted for a moment to give me a 
quick glimpse of Melissa Griffin, huddled up against the rear door. She 
looked exactly as she had in the photograph, right down to the same dress. 
She started to say something to me, but the nuns closed in before her again. 
She didn’t seem to be tied up or restrained in any magical way. If I could 
get close enough, getting her out might be easier than I’d thought. It was 
good to see her at last. I’d told myself all along that she had to be alive, but 
I’d never been entirely sure. The Nightside isn’t known for its happy 
endings. 

“Stay where you are, Melissa.” I said loudly, keeping my voice bright 
and assured. “Your father sent me to take you home.” I looked at Sister 
Josephine. “You wanted to talk, so let’s talk. What are the grounds for 
negotiation?” 

“There aren’t any,” the Sister said calmly. “There will be no 
negotiations. This isn’t about Melissa. It’s about you, Mr. Taylor. We knew 
you’d insist on coming here in the Griffin’s place, once you got the note. 
We had to bring you here, to talk to you directly. You must stop interfering, 
Mr. Taylor. You don’t know what’s really going on. And this is far too 


important for you to be allowed to meddle anymore. There’s too much at 
stake. Souls are at stake.” 

“So what are you going to do, if I don’t stop?” I said. “Shoot me?” 

“Not unless we have to.” Sister Josephine’s voice didn’t waver at all. 

All the time we’d been talking, I was unobtrusively trying to work an 
old magic trick of mine—taking the bullets out of guns without their 
owners realising. Unfortunately, there was already a magic in place, 
specifically designed to stop mine from operating. I was forced to admit 
that I might have let myself become too dependent on that particular trick. 
Too many people had seen me use it. I returned my full attention to Sister 
Josephine, who was watching me carefully. 

“We don’t want to have to kill you, Mr. Taylor. Despite our reputation, 
we only ever kill where necessary. To prevent further suffering. But we will 
use whatever force is necessary to bend you to our will in this matter.” 

“What do you have in mind?” I said, letting my hands drift a little closer 
to my coat-pockets. 

“Come with us now. We’ll imprison you somewhere safe until this is all 
over. Don’t resist us unless you want Melissa to suffer for your 
disobedience.” 

“Melissa needs to go home,” I said. “That’s what I’m here for. And 
you’ll have to kill me to stop me. I really don’t like people who kidnap 
children. So what do you say, Sister Josephine? Are you really ready to 
murder me in cold blood to get your own way? A cardinal sin, surely, even 
for a Warrior of the Lord?” 

“We do God’s will,” Sister Josephine said flatly. “It’s not a sin if you do 
it for God.” 

I had to smile. “Now that really is bullshit.” 

“Don’t you laugh at us! Don’t you dare laugh at us!” She stepped 
forward, her face red with rage. “We have dedicated our lives, our very 
souls, to the good work! We’re not doing this for money, not like you!” 

“T’m not doing it just for the money,” I said. “I’m doing it for Melissa. 
And I really think it’s time we were going.” 

I forced my inner eye open, peered through the mystic fog, and found 
the sprinkler system overhead. I turned them all on at once. Water slammed 
down all across the car-park, thick as pouring rain, laced with holy water to 
deal with magical fires. All the parked vehicles went crazy. Thinking they 
were under attack, cars smashed together head to head, like rutting deer. 


Other vehicles swelled up and engulfed smaller vehicles beside them. Some 
changed their shapes completely, revealing their true nature as they became 
suddenly strange, alien, other...Shapes that made no sense at all in merely 
three dimensions. Something that now looked a hell of a lot like a giant 
black spider jumped out of the shadows onto a nun who’d strayed a little 
too far from the group. It brought her down in a moment, sucking the blood 
out of her as she screamed helplessly. More cars surged forward, excited by 
the smell of blood. Several nuns opened fire, shooting indiscriminately at 
the vehicles around them with machine pistols and automatic weapons. 

The pouring water had shorted out most of the lights. There were shapes 
and figures moving everywhere in the gloom. I edged cautiously through 
the chaos, crouched to avoid the bullets flying everywhere. I slipped easily 
between the scattered nuns, dodging the frenzied vehicles as they roared 
back and forth, concentrating all my attention on getting to Melissa. I could 
see her clearly in the light by the end door, still huddled against it in terror, 
her arms wrapped around her head to keep out the noise. 

A car behind me took half a dozen bullets in its fuel tank and exploded 
in a fireball that shook the whole car-park. All kinds of alarms were going 
off now, though I could hardly hear them through the ringing in my ears. 
The burning wreckage cast a flickering hell-fire glare across the scene, the 
transformed cars rearing up like demons. The surviving nuns were standing 
back-to-back now, firing at anything that moved. I dodged through the 
smoke from the burning car and headed for Melissa. I yelled her name, but 
she didn’t look up. The uproar was almost painfully loud. I ran towards her, 
crossing the last of the distance as quickly as I could. A nun came at me out 
of nowhere, her gun pointing straight at me. I threw myself to one side, but 
the gun barrel turned to follow me. The nun opened fire. And Melissa ran 
forward to stop the nun. 

The nun caught a glimpse of something coming at her, and spun round. 
The gun was already firing. The bullets slammed into Melissa, stitching a 
line of bullet-holes across her chest. The impact picked her up and threw 
her backwards, smashing her against the far wall. She slid slowly down the 
concrete wall, leaving a bloody trail behind her. She sat down hard, her chin 
on her chest. The whole of her front was soaked in blood. The nun 
screamed in shock and horror, threw her gun away, and ran for the exit. A 
car got her before she made a dozen steps. I ran forward and took Melissa 
in my arms, cradling her against my chest, but I was already too late. I’d 


failed her. I’d promised her father I’d find her and bring her safely back, 
and all I’d done was get her killed. 

Melissa slowly raised her head to look at me, and the long blonde wig 
slipped sideways. It wasn’t Melissa. It was Paul, made up as Polly, dressed 
like his beloved cousin. He tried to say something to me, but all that came 
out of his mouth was a bloody froth. He raised a shaking hand, and pushed 
something into my hand. I looked at it. A simple golden key. When I looked 
back at Paul, he was dead. 

I sat there for a while, holding him in my arms, more numb than 
anything. There was blood and screams and gunfire all around me, but none 
of that mattered. A car came roaring out of the driving rain, headed right at 
me. I looked at it, and all my rage and horror and frustration came together 
in me, and I threw it at the approaching car. It stopped dead in its tracks and 
exploded, showering fiery debris over a wide area. It screamed as it died, 
and I smiled. 

One by one, the surviving vehicles fled the car-park, butting and 
snapping at each other all the way. The pouring rain from the sprinklers 
shut off abruptly, as someone finally hit the override, even though half a 
dozen vehicles were still burning fiercely. The alarms shut down, too, and 
suddenly it was all very quiet. As though nothing had happened at all. There 
were bodies sprawled on the ground all around me, but I couldn’t seem to 
make myself care. I heard footsteps approaching, splashing across the 
water-soaked floor. I slowly raised my head to look, and there was Sister 
Josephine, looming over me. Her gun hung forgotten at her side. She looked 
at Paul, lying dead and bloody in my arms, and her face was full of a 
terrible sadness. 

“This wasn’t supposed to happen,” she said. “It’s all been a ghastly 
mistake. Paul shouldn’t even have been here, but he wanted so badly to be 
involved, to help, to support his cousin. And she didn’t have the heart to tell 
him no.” 

I put Paul’s body gently to one side and stood up to face Sister 
Josephine. “Tell me. Tell me what’s really going on. Tell me everything.” 

“We didn’t kidnap Melissa Griffin,” said Sister Josephine. “Melissa 
came to us of her own free will.” 


TEN 


That Old-Time Religion 


c¢ e can’t stay here,” Sister Josephine said urgently. “The car’s 

WA owners will be here soon to see what set off all the alarms. They 
aren’t going to be at all happy. There will almost certainly be harsh 
language and threats of violence. Even worse, they might want us to fill out 
insurance forms. Mr. Taylor...John...Can you hear me? We have to go 
now!” 

I could hear her trying to reach me, but I couldn’t seem to make myself 
care. I knelt beside Paul’s body, hoping that if I stared at it long enough, it 
would start to make some kind of sense. He seemed like such a small and 
delicate thing in his blood-stained dress, like a flower someone had 
carelessly crushed and thrown aside. I’d told him I could protect him. I 
should have known better. The Nightside does so love to make a man break 
a promise. I slowly became aware of the sound of running feet approaching 
fast from all sides, along with the barking of orders. With all the maddened 
cars finally gone, the rent-a-cops had rediscovered their courage. They’d 
probably come in shooting. I smiled slowly, and I could feel it was the 
wrong kind of smile. Let them come. Let them all come. I was in the mood 
to kill a whole bunch of people. 

“You can’t kill them all,” said Sister Josephine, reading my mood 
accurately. 

“Watch me,” I said, but it didn’t sound like me. Already my dark mood 
was passing. I sighed heavily, picked up Paul’s body, and stood facing 


Sister Josephine. “Tell me you know of a secret way out of here.” 

“T have an old Christian charm,” the nun said quickly. “Through which 
any door made be made over into any other door, leading anywhere. It’s 
how we were able to arrive here unobserved, despite all the protections. 
Come with me, Mr. Taylor. And I’ll take you to Melissa.” 

I looked around. “Where are the rest of your Sisters?” 

“They’re all gone,” Sister Josephine said steadily. “All dead. It seems 
the stories about you are true after all, that death follows you around like a 
dog because you feed it so well.” 

“Open the door,” I said, and something in my voice made her hurry to 
obey. 

Sister Josephine reached inside her habit and took out a Hand of Glory, 
and distracted as I was, I still felt a jolt of surprise. A Hand of Glory is 
pagan magic, not Christian. A mummified human hand, cut off a hanged 
man in the last moments of his dying, the fingers soaked in wax to make 
them into candles. With the candles lit and the proper Words spoken over 
them, a Hand of Glory can open any door, reveal any secret, show the way 
to hidden treasures. Simply owning one was a Stain on the soul. Sister 
Josephine caught me looking at her. 

“This is the Hand of a Saint,” she said, not quite defiantly. “Donated 
with her consent, prior to her martyring. It is a blessed thing, and a 
Christian weapon in the fight against Evil.” 

“If you say so,” I said. “Which Saint?” 

“Saint Alicia the Unknown. As if you’d know which Saint was which, 
you heathen.” 

She muttered over the mummified thing, and the wicks set into the end 
of each bloated finger burst simultaneously into flames. The light was warm 
and golden, and I could feel a new presence on the air, of something or 
someone else joining us. It was a...comfortable feeling. Sister Josephine 
thrust the Hand of Glory at the rear door, and the door shuddered in its 
frame, as though crying out at what was being done to it. Sister Josephine 
gestured sharply with the Hand, and the door swung inwards, as though 
forced open against its will by some unimaginable pressure. Bright light 
spilled into the underground car-park, and with it the scent of incense. 
Harsh voices cried out behind us. There was the sound of gunfire, but the 
bullets came nowhere near us. Rent-a-cops couldn’t hit a cow on the arse 


with a banjo. Sister Josephine walked forward into the light, and I followed 
after, carrying Paul’s body in my arms. 


And found myself in the Street of the Gods. Where all the gods that ever 
were or are or may be are worshipped, feared, and adored. All the Forces 
and Powers and Beings too powerful to be allowed to run free in the 
Nightside. Churches and temples line both sides of the Street, up and down 
and for as far as anyone has ever dared to walk; though only the most 
popular and powerful religions hold the best territory, near the centre. All 
the other gods and congregations have to fight it out for position and status, 
competing for worshippers and collection moneys in a positively Darwinian 
battle for survival. You can find anything on the Street of the Gods, if it 
doesn’t find you first. 

Sister Josephine blew out the candles on her Hand of Glory and put it 
away. A door shut solidly behind us, cutting off the sound of running feet 
and increasing gunfire. I looked behind us and discovered the Sister and I 
had apparently emerged from the Temple of Saint Einstein. The credo over 
the door said simply: It’s all relative. 

People were calling out my name, and not in a good way. I turned to 
look. People had good cause to remember me after I went head to head with 
my mother here, during the Lilith War. A lot of people died up and down 
the Street on that awful night, and a lot of gods, too. Being a god isn’t 
necessarily forever, not in the Nightside. Worshippers up and down the 
Street took one look at me and started running, just in case. I smiled briefly 
at Sister Josephine, a little embarrassed, and she shook her head before 
setting off down the Street. I followed after her, hugging Paul to me like a 
sleeping child. 

A lot of the Street was still rebuilding itself after the War. I remembered 
Lilith, wrapped in all her terrible glory and majesty, walking unhurriedly 
down the Street while churches and temples and meeting places blew apart 
or burst into flames or shuddered down into the earth, under the pressure of 
her implacable will. Many of the old landmarks were gone, ancient 
structures so beautiful they soared up into the night sky like works of art. 
Only rubble now, or burnt-out blackened shells. Some of the destroyed 
churches and their gods had snapped back into being later, a tribute to the 
faith of their congregations; but all too many worshippers had their faith 
shattered by Lilith’s calm, happy destruction of everything they’d ever 


believed in. Because, after all, if a god can be destroyed, then he isn’t really 
a god, is he? 

Lilith murdered many of the oldest Names on the Street, out of anger or 
petulance or because they got in her way. Or just because she could. Some 
she killed because they were her children, and she was so disappointed in 
them. The Carrion in Tears was gone, and The Thin White Prince, and 
Bloody Blades. And others who had lasted for centuries uncounted. All 
gone now, un-made, uncreated. 

Sister Josephine and I made our way down the Street, and people hurried 
to get out of our way and give us plenty of room. A few zealots shouted 
threats and curses from the safety of their church doors, ready to duck back 
inside if I looked like I was noticing them. There were great holes between 
the standing churches, dark and bloody like pulled teeth. Ancient places of 
worship were smoking pits now, and in the years to follow the very names 
of their gods would be forgotten. Would a murdered god still haunt the 
place where its church used to be? And what kind of ghost would a god 
make? You can find yourself thinking the damnedest things, in the 
Nightside. 

On the other hand, new churches were springing up here and there like 
spring flowers after the rain, as lesser gods and beliefs arrived to stake a 
claim after being squeezed out in the past by more powerful religions. They 
sprouted from the rubble, proud structures traced in delicate lines of pure 
light or gleaming marble or solid stone, standing stoutly against the night 
sky. Some of these gods were new, some were unknown, and some were 
older than old...ancient and terrible Names whose time had, perhaps, come 
round again. Baal and Moloch and Ahriman. Hell, even the Temple of 
Dagon was making a comeback. 

Gargoyles scurried along the guttering in high places, keeping a careful 
watch on me as I passed. Something with too many bright eyes sniggered to 
itself in the dark shadows of an alley-way, its many legs weaving a 
shimmering cocoon around something that still shrieked and struggled. And 
a human skeleton, its bones yellowed with age and held together with 
copper wire, smashed its face against a stone wall, over and over again. 
Business as usual, on the Street of the Gods. 

I had heard of some easily impressed types who kept trying to raise 
churches to worship me—proof if proof were needed that most of the 
people operating on the Street of the Gods weren’t too tightly wrapped. I’d 


made it clear I disapproved in every possible way, if only because I didn’t 
believe in tempting fate. My good sometime friend Razor Eddie, Punk God 
of the Straight Razor, had taken it upon himself to burn down these 
churches as fast as they appeared, but the damned things kept springing up 
like weeds. Hope springs eternal among the seriously deluded. 

One of the new gods came swaggering out of his splendid new church to 
greet me and Sister Josephine. To be honest, he planted himself right in 
front of us, blocking our way, so we had to stop and talk to him or walk 
right over him. I was tempted, but...The new god was a big brawny type, 
with a smooth pink face and a smile with far too many perfect teeth, all 
wrapped up in a pristine white suit. He looked more like a used-car 
salesman than a god, but it takes all sorts...His church looked a lot like a 
supermarket, where prayers could buy you the very best divine intervention 
money could buy, at knockdown prices. The guy’s halo looked fake, too, 
more like a CGI effect. And the jaunty angle was particularly off-putting. In 
my experience, the real thing tends to be much more impressive, and 
downright disturbing to be around. Pure good and pure evil are equally 
unsettling and unfathomable to the everyday human mind. 

“Hi there, sir and Sister! Good to meet you both! I am Chuck Adamson, 
the god of Creationism. Blessed be!” 

I hefted Paul’s body into a more comfortable position and considered 
Chuck thoughtfully. “Creationism has its own god now?” 

The new god smiled easily and struck an impressive pose. “Hey, if 
enough people believe in a thing...sooner or later, it will appear somewhere 
on the Street of the Gods. Though I have to say, if I see one more Church of 
Elvis materialise from the aether, complete with blazing neon and 
stereophonic cherubs, I may puke. A great singer, to be sure, but a 
fornicator and drug abuser nonetheless. We are a proudly old-fashioned, 
traditional Church, sir, and there’s no room in it for a sinner, no matter how 
talented.” 

“Cut to the chase, Chuck,” I said, and something in my voice made his 
big wide smile waver just a little. 

“Well, sir, it seems to me that I am in a position to do you some good. I 
see that you carry in your arms the mortal remains of a dear departed friend. 
Cute little thing, wasn’t she? You mourn her loss, sir. I see it clearly, but I 
am here to tell you that I can raise her from the dead! I can raise her up, 
make her walk and talk and praise Creationism in a loud and carrying voice. 


Yes, sir! All you have to do in return...is bear witness. Tell everyone you 
meet who did this wonderful thing, and then send them here to learn the 
glory of Creationism! Oh yeah! Can I hear a Halleluiah?” 

“Probably not,” I said. 

Chuck stepped in a little closer, and lowered his voice confidentially. 
“Come now, sir, you must understand that every new church needs a few 
good old-fashioned miracles to get it off the ground? You just spread the 
word, and the worshippers will come running like there’s a sale on. And 
before you know it, my humble establishment will be leap-frogging up this 
Street to better and better positions. Praise Creationism!” 

“You can bring my friend back from the dead?” I said, fixing him with 
my coldest stare. “You can repair Paul’s body and return his soul to the vale 
of the living?” 

“Ah,” said Chuck. “Repair the body, yes. The soul...is a different matter. 
A bit out of my reach, you might say.” 

“So what you’re proposing,” I said,” is to turn Paul into a zombie and 
have him lurch about shouting Brains! Brains! while he slowly but 
inevitably decays?” 

“Well, not as such...Look, I’m new,” said Chuck, a little desperately. 
“We’ve all got to start somewhere!” 

“You don’t even know who I am, do you?” I said. “I’m John Taylor.” 

“Oh Christ.” 

“Bit late to be invoking him, Chuck. You’re the god of Creationism... 
That means you don’t believe in evolution, right?” 

“Yes, but...” 

“Your belief started out as Creationism, but has now become Intelligent 
Design, right?” 

“Yes, but...” 

“So your argument has evolved, thus disproving your own argument.” 

“Oh bugger,” said Chuck, as he disappeared in a puff of logic. 

“Nice one,” said Sister Josephine. “I would have just shoved a holy 
hand-grenade up his arse and pulled the pin. Heretics! Worse than fleas on a 
dog. His church has disappeared, too, and I have to say I find the pile of 
rubble that has replaced it rather more aesthetically satisfying.” 

“He’ll be back,” I said. “Or something like him. If enough people 
believe in a thing...” 


“If a million people believe a stupid thing, it is still a stupid thing,” 
Sister Josephine said firmly. “I am getting really tired of having to explain 
that a parable is just a parable.” 

We walked on, down the Street of the Gods. Past the Churches of Tesla 
and Crowley and Clapton, and an odd silvery structure that apparently 
represented a strange faith that originated in the small town of Roswell. 
Big-eyed Grey aliens lurked around the ever-open door, watching the 
people go by. They were the only church that didn’t bother trying to attract 
worshippers; they simply abducted them right off the Street. Luckily, they 
mostly stuck to picking on the tourists, so no-one else gave a damn. There’s 
never any shortage of tourists on the Street of the Gods. 

In fact, a large crowd of them had gathered before an old-style Prophet 
in filthy rags and filthier skin, who harangued the crowd with practiced 
skill. 

“Money is the source of all evil!” he yelled, his dark eyes fierce and 
demanding. “Wealth is a burden on the soul! So save yourself from its taint 
by giving it all to me! I am strong; I can bear the burden! Look, hand over 
all your wallets right now, or I’!l bludgeon you severely about the head and 
shoulders with this dead badger I just happen to have about my person for 
perfectly good reasons.” 

The tourists hurried to hand over all their possessions to the Prophet, 
laughing and chattering. I looked at Sister Josephine. 

“Local character,” she said. “He adds colour to the Street. The tourists 
love him. They line up to be mugged, then have their photographs taken 
with him.” 

“This place is going to the gods,” I said. 


It took us a while, but we came at last to the headquarters of the Salvation 
Army Sisterhood, a small modest church in the low-rent part of the Street. 
No neon, no advertising, just a simple building with strained-glass 
windows. The front door was guarded by a pair of very large nuns with no 
obvious weapons. They tensed as I approached, but Sister Josephine settled 
them with a few quiet words. They both looked sadly at Paul’s body in my 
arms as I followed Sister Josephine through into the church, and I heard 
them muttering prayers for the soul of the dead before the door closed 
firmly behind me. More nuns came forward, and I reluctantly handed Paul 


over into their care. They carried him away into the brightly lit interior of 
their church, quietly singing a hymn for the departed. 

“They’ll look after him,” said Sister Josephine. “Paul was well liked 
among us, though he was never a believer. He can lie in our chapel of rest 
until his family decides what provisions they wish to make for his final 
interment.” 

“Nice church you’ve got here,” I said. I needed something to distract 
me. Humour could only do so much. I don’t know why Paul’s death 
affected me so much. Perhaps because he was the only true innocent in the 
case. “I like what you’ve done with the place. Candles and fresh flowers 
and incense. I was expecting something with barbed wire and gun 
emplacements.” 

“This is a church,” Sister Josephine said sternly. “Though it functions 
more as a convent, or retreat. We worship here, but our true place is out in 
the world, smiting the evil-doer. We believe in doing unto others, and we’re 
very good at it. We only come back here to rest and rededicate our faith. 
Our sustained belief maintains our presence on the Street of the Gods; but 
we make no effort to attract new worshippers. We’re just here for people 
who need us.” 

“Like Melissa?” 

“Yes. Like Melissa Griffin.” 

“And Paul?” 

“No. Paul never expressed any interest in our religion, or our cause. I 
don’t think he ever really believed in anything, except Melissa. But he was 
a happy soul, a bright and colourful bird of paradise in our grey and 
cloistered world. He was always welcome here, as Paul or Polly, and I like 
to think he found some peace within these walls. There weren’t many 
places he could go that would accept him as he was and not just as the 
Griffin’s grandson. We will clean and redress his body, and send him back 
to the Hall as Paul, with no trace of Polly on him. She was his secret. The 
world doesn’t need to know.” 

“T’ll take him home, when he’s ready,” I said. 

“The Griffin will ask questions.” 

“And I’ 11 tell him what he needs to know, and no more.” 

“You’re probably one of the few people who could get away with that,” 
said Sister Josephine. “But you know he’s going to insist on knowing who’s 
responsible for his grandson’s death.” 


“That’s easy,” I said. “I’m responsible. Paul is dead because of me.” 

Sister Josephine started to say something, then stopped and shook her 
head. “You’re very hard on yourself, John.” 

“Someone has to be.” 

“Not even the great John Taylor can protect everyone.” 

“IT know,” I said. “But knowing doesn’t help.” 


She led me through the narrow corridors of her church. There were flowers 
everywhere, perfuming the air with their scent, mixed with sandalwood and 
beeswax and incense from the slow-burming candles. It was all so quiet and 
peaceful, the brightly lit rooms suffused with a real sense of calm and 
compassion, and grace. Out in the world the Sisters might be Warriors of 
the Lord, and steadfast in their violent cause, but here they were simply 
secure in their faith, however contradictory that might seem to outsiders. 
Sister Josephine took me into her study, a simple room with book-lined 
walls, a single stained-glass window, and two comfortable chairs on either 
side of a banked open fire. We sat down, facing each other, and I looked 
steadily at Sister Josephine. 

“Tt’s time for the truth. Tell me about Melissa Griffin. Tell me 
everything.” 

“Tt’s really very simple,” said Sister Josephine, settling back into her 
chair, her hands clasped loosely in her lap. “What kind of rebellion and 
defiance is there left to a teenager when your parents and grandparents have 
already done everything, broken every law and committed every sin, and 
gotten away with it? And even made a deal with the Devil himself? What 
was there left to Melissa to demonstrate her independence except to become 
devoutly religious, take holy orders, and go into seclusion in a convent? 
Melissa wanted to become a nun. It probably started out as an act of teenage 
defiance, but the more she studied religion, and Christianity in particular 
because of her grandfather, the more she realised she’d found her true 
calling. And since Jeremiah had sold his soul to the Devil, it’s hardly 
surprising that Melissa would end up choosing the most extreme, hard-core 
Christian church she could find. Us. The Salvation Army Sisterhood. She 
first made contact through Paul, because he’d do anything for her. He was 
the only one in the family who could come and go undisturbed, because his 
grandfather had already given up on him.” 


Sister Josephine smiled briefly. “We took some convincing, at first. We 
couldn’t believe that any member of the notorious Griffin family could be 
seriously devout, let alone wish to join our order. And not even as a 
Warrior, but as a solitary contemplative. But, finally, she slipped her 
bodyguards and escorts, with Paul’s help, and came here to us, to listen and 
to learn. We were all impressed, despite ourselves. She truly believed, a 
pure and simple faith that actually shamed some of us. It’s sometimes too 
easy for us to forget that we act to protect the innocent, not punish the 
guilty. Melissa is a gentle soul, with not a spark of violence in her. Hard to 
believe she’s really a Griffin...I suppose it just goes to show that miracles 
can happen anywhere.” 

“Melissa wanted to be a nun,” I said slowly. “Didn’t see that one 
coming. But...you must have been very eager to sign her up. Having a 
Griffin on your books would be a real catch.” 

“T told you,” Sister Josephine said steadily, “we don’t seek to convert 
anyone. They come to us, for their own reasons, and only the most sincere 
are ever allowed to stay. Melissa...is the real thing.” 

“Hold it,” I said. “Melissa already knew her grandfather made a deal 
with the Devil, for immortality? You didn’t tell her?” 

“No. He told her. The single greatest secret of his life. I think...he 
wanted to show her he was sincere about making her his heir.” 

“Did she also know that Jeremiah could still save his life, and hang on to 
his soul, if she and Paul were to die?” 

“Oh yes. He told her everything. And then he took her up onto a 
mountaintop and showed her all the kingdoms of the world, and said, All 
this can be yours if you will just accept my legacy and continue it. But she 
was stronger than even she suspected and would not be tempted. She didn’t 
want anything that came from a deal with the Devil. She knew it was 
tainted, and would inevitably corrupt her. So she determined to leave the 
family while she still could. She tried to persuade Paul to leave with her, but 
he already had his other life as Polly.” 

“T have to say,” I said carefully, “I’m more than a bit surprised that an 
old-fashioned and strait-laced church like yours would approve of Paul, and 
Polly.” 

“We are a truly fundamentalist Christian church,” Sister Josephine said 
sternly. “We follow Jesus’ teachings of tolerance and compassion. We only 
vent our wrath on those who have proven themselves beyond any hope of 


redemption. Those who only exist to lead the innocent into darkness and 
damnation. We know what real evil is. We see it every day. Paul, either as 
himself or as Polly, served the light in his own way. He delighted in making 
people happy. Just a happy little songbird...a butterfly, crushed on the 
wheel of a small-minded world.” 

“So...Melissa asked you to help her fake a kidnapping?” I said. 

“Yes. She had it all worked out and arranged down to the last detail.” 
Sister Josephine paused and looked at me steadily. “You mustn’t see her as 
a selfish girl, Mr. Taylor. She still loved her family, and hoped through her 
religious studies to find some way of saving them all from the 
consequences of their sins...even her grandfather. She truly believed that a 
sincere enough faith could break even a compact with the Devil. You might 
call her naive. We see in her a pure and true faith that has humbled all of us. 
We would do anything for her. So when she begged and pleaded with us to 
help her escape her family home, we went along with it. 

“She made it possible for four of us to approach the Hall unobserved and 
enter through the front door without setting off any of the alarms. Her 
grandfather had shared all his secrets with her, including Hall security, 
because he still believed he could talk her into taking control of the family 
empire. For such an experienced man, he could be very blind where his 
family was concerned. Melissa sent the servants away into other parts of the 
Hall, and even persuaded the Griffin to send Hobbes down into the city for 
the evening, on some spurious but plausible errand. She was always scared 
of Hobbes and the way he seemed to know everything that was going on...” 

I nodded. I’d always known it had to be some kind of inside job. “Why 
did she need the four of you there? Why not just walk out?” 

“We were there to leave specific evidence of our presence,” said Sister 
Josephine. “A footprint here, a handprint there, that sort of thing. I told you 
Melissa thought of everything. It was all misdirection, you see. And...there 
was always the chance of someone seeing something they shouldn’t, then 
we might have to fight our way out. I thought of that even if Melissa 
didn’t.” 

“But why was she so keen to be thought of as a kidnap victim rather 
than just another teenage runaway?” 

“To confuse the issue. So the Griffin would be forced to spread his 
forces thinly, chasing every possibility.” 


“All right,” I said. “Ill buy that. But I’m still having trouble 
understanding why such a gentle, meek, and mild little soul like Melissa 
would want to join an order that specialises in destruction and bloody 
vengeance.” 

“Think it through,” said Sister Josephine. “Melissa did. She needed an 
order strong enough to protect her from her grandfather’s wrath if he should 
ever find out where she was hiding. She hoped her grandfather would 
understand her rejection of his empire, and accept it, but the Griffin...has 
always been a very proud and vindictive man. Melissa knew there was no 
point in entering a convent if her grandfather could simply send his people 
in to drag her out again. She knew our reputation and hoped that would be 
enough to give even the Griffin pause.” 

“You have to be straight with me here,” I said. “How sincere are you, in 
accepting meek and mild Melissa into your order? Are you just using her to 
strike a blow at her grandfather?” 

“No,” Sister Josephine said immediately. “Melissa’s faith is real and that 
is the only reason we ever accept anyone into our church.” 

“T need to talk to her,” I said. “In person. To validate your story and to 
discuss with her what the hell I’m going to do next. I said right from the 
beginning I wouldn’t drag her back home against her will...but Paul’s death 
changes everything. Jeremiah will never stop looking for Melissa now. 
She’s the only grand-child he’s got. Either he’!l want to bring her back into 
the family, or if he believes she’s completely lost to him...he might decide 
she’d be better off dead, so he can go on living.” 

“That’s why we’re keeping Melissa in a safe house, for the time being,” 
said Sister Josephine. “Connected to, but quite separate from, this church. 
Security begins at home. In case anyone came here looking for her.” 

“Someone like me?” I said. 

“Of course. We were all very...concerned when we heard the Griffin had 
hired you to find his grand-daughter. Your gift’s reputation goes before you. 
So we chose a pocket dimension for Melissa’s temporary bolt-hole. Even 
you couldn’t find her there.” 

“Don’t be so sure of that,” I growled. I wasn’t sure at all, but in my job 
it’s important to keep up appearances. 

Sister Josephine stood up abruptly, so I did, too. She drew the Hand of 
Glory from inside her habit and lit the candles on the fingers with a quick 


gesture. She smiled at me suddenly, and it was a warm and even kindly 
smile. 

“Come with me, John. It’s time for you to meet Melissa Griffin. The 
most Christian soul I have ever met.” 


She used the Hand of Glory on her study door, and it groaned loudly in its 
frame, as though protesting. The door swung open before us, and we 
stepped through, and immediately we were in another place. The ground 
shook briefly under my feet, as though settling into place, and the air was 
suddenly hot and humid. Sweat sprang out on my bare face and hands, and I 
had to struggle to get my breath in the thick moist air. It stank of brimstone 
and foulness and blood. We were standing in a simple chapel, with rows of 
basic wooden pews and a bare functional altar at the far end. The crucifix 
above the altar had been turned upside down. 

The pews were full of nuns, but they were all dead. There might have 
been a dozen or more. It was hard to tell now. They’d all been murdered, 
savagely, inhumanly. Torn quite literally limb from limb, gutted, beheaded. 
Blood soaked the pews and the floor, and body parts lay scattered 
everywhere. The stench grew worse, the more I breathed it. 

I moved slowly down the central aisle, heading for the altar, and Sister 
Josephine was right there at my side. I glanced at her, to see how she was 
holding together. Her face was terribly cold with a controlled fury, and she 
had a machine pistol in each hand now. Fourteen severed heads had been 
impaled on the carved wooden guard before the altar, still wearing their 
wimples, their faces stretched and contorted by their final horrified screams. 
The altar itself had been thickly smeared with blood and shit. 

“Do you see Melissa here anywhere?” I said, keeping my voice low. 

“No. She’s not here.” Sister Josephine looked quickly back and forth, 
her machine pistols tracking with her, desperate for a target. 

“Who else could get in here?” 

“No-one. Just me. That’s the point.” Sister Josephine made a visible 
effort to calm herself. “Only I know how to operate the Hand of Glory, to 
open the door between dimensions.” 

“So, to track Melissa here, and then force a way in and do...all this, 
means whoever beat us here has to be someone of considerable power.” I 
thought about that, and the more I considered it the less I liked it. If this was 


the same Someone who’d been interfering with my gift, that meant they’d 
been one step ahead of me right from the beginning. 

“Tf all they wanted was Melissa, why take the time to do this?” said 
Sister Josephine, her voice tight and strained. “Why mutilate these Sisters 
and desecrate the altar?” 

“Has to be someone who takes the Christian faith seriously, to hate it 
this much,” I said. 

Sister Josephine looked at me seriously. “I smell brimstone.” 

“So do I.” 

“Do you think Melissa is dead?” 

“No,” I said immediately. “Or they’d have left her body here for us to 
find, looking like the rest. No, she was taken away from here so I couldn’t 
have her. Someone who didn’t want me involved from the very beginning. I 
hate to say it, but all of this could be Jeremiah’s work. If he didn’t trust me 
to bring his grand-daughter back to him. The man made a deal with the 
Devil, and this looks like the Devil’s work to me.” 

I broke off as something in the chapel changed. The stench was suddenly 
almost overpowering, and I could hear the buzzing of flies. All the flowers 
in the chapel burst into flames, burning fiercely in their vases. It felt like 
there was Someone else in the place with us...and then Sister Josephine and 
I moved quickly to stand back-to-back, as one by one the dead nuns in the 
pews came slowly, horribly, to life again. Limbless torsos lurched out into 
the aisle, while hands pulled severed arms along the floor towards us. 
Lengths of purple intestines curled slowly on the floor like meaty snakes. 
Blood pattered down from the ceiling. And all the severed heads spiked on 
the wooden guard began to speak as one. 

Sister Josephine, John Taylor. Come on down! There’s a special place in 
Hell reserved just for you, and all the heroes who failed to protect those 
they swore to save! You’ll like it in Hell, John. All your friends and family 
are here... 

I laughed right back in their faces. “Save your mind games for someone 
who gives a damn. What were you planning to do with all these bits and 
pieces? Nudge us to death?” I looked at Sister Josephine. “Don’t let the 
bastard get to you. He’s only messing with us, hoping to break our spirit. I 
can deal with this.” 

I fired up my gift, and straightaway found the very basic magic that was 
reanimating the dead nuns. We’d triggered the spell by entering the chapel, 


and it was the easiest thing in the world to push the switch back into the off 
position. The spell shut itself down, and the dead bits and pieces were still 
again, their dignity restored. Sister Josephine put her machine pistols away. 
She was breathing hard, but otherwise seemed unmoved. 

“Who could have done this?” she said, sounding very dangerous indeed. 
“And where do I have to go to find him and make him pay?” 

“Griffin Hall’s probably your best bet,” I said. “But since my gift seems 
to operate fine here, why don’t I make sure?” 

I forced my inner eye all the way open, and my Sight showed me a 
vision of the recent past. I saw who it was who had come here, and done all 
this, and taken Melissa Griffin away...and just like that, a whole lot of 
things suddenly made sense. 


ELEVEN 


Hell to Pay 


t’s never easy arguing with a nun, but it’s harder than usual when she’s 

waving a machine pistol around to emphasize her point. Sister Josephine 
was mad as hell because I wouldn’t tell her what I’d seen in my Vision, but 
I couldn’t tell her. Not until I had proof to back it up. Some things are just 
too weird to say out loud, even for the Nightside. Sister Josephine finally 
settled for insisting on coming back to Griffin Hall with me, and I couldn’t 
find it in me to say no. Not while we were surrounded by the dismembered 
bodies of her fellow Sisters. Besides, she had the Hand of Glory, the only 
way of getting us all the way across the Nightside to Griffin Hall in a single 
moment. So I agreed, and Sister Josephine made me wait while she loaded 
herself up with extra guns, grenades, and incendiaries, just in case. I had to 
smile. 

“T really must introduce you to my girl-friend. You have so much in 
common.” 

The nun snorted loudly. “I seriously doubt it. Right, that’s it. I’m ready. 
Time to go.” 

She looked around the deserted chapel one last time, making herself 
look at every dead and mutilated body so that she’d be in a proper frame of 
mind when she arrived at Griffin Hall. And then she lit the candles on the 
Hand’s waxy fingers, and stabbed them at the door before her. The heavy 
wood bulged and rippled, shaking in its frame as though scared of what was 


being asked of it, and it swung open abruptly, revealing only darkness 
beyond. I walked through with Sister Josephine close on my heels. 


But when I reappeared, I was still a long way short of Griffin Hall. I was 
right in the middle of the jungle surrounding the Hall, and there was no sign 
of Sister Josephine anywhere. My first instinct was to retreat back through 
the door, but when I looked behind me it was gone, too. Thin shafts of 
shimmering moonlight drifted down through the thick overhead canopy, 
painting silvery highlights on the trembling leaves and slowly stirring 
vegetation. There were strange lights in between the trees, and slow, heavy 
sounds deep in the earth. And all around me, slow, malevolent movement in 
the jungle, as it realised who it had at its mercy. 

The Hall’s defences must be working overtime. They couldn’t stop a 
powerful working like the Hand of Glory, but they could keep me out of the 
Hall itself, by dumping me here. In the jungle. Where the plants are always 
hungry... 

The vegetation was rising up all around me now, flowers opening out to 
reveal sharp teeth and spiny maws, barbed branches reaching towards me, 
lianas uncurling like strangling ropes. Even the trees were wrenching their 
roots up out of the wet earth in their eagerness to get at me. The jungle 
remembered me and hated me with all of its parts in a slow, cold rage. 

I was surrounded by enemies and a long way from help. Situation 
normal in my line of business. I fished a couple of basic incendiaries out of 
my coat-pockets, primed them quickly, and tossed them where I thought 
they’d do the most good. Explosions rocked the jungle and lit up the night, 
and rustling vegetation everywhere flared up into wildly burning shapes. 
They shook back and forth, trying to throw off the flames that were 
consuming them, but only succeeded in spreading the fires further. The 
rising light pushed back the night, giving me a better look at my 
surroundings. Griffin Hall was just visible through the trees, right up at the 
top of the hill. It wasn’t that far. I could make it. 

The jungle heaved all around me, the trees beating at the flames with 
heavy branches, while everything else withdrew out of the fire’s reach. Thin 
reedy screams filled the night as unnatural plants were consumed by 
artificial fires. But the flames were already dying down, and soon there 
would be nothing left to keep the jungle at bay. Except...the plants seemed 
as much afraid of the fire’s light as the heat. I raised my gift and found a 


place outside the Nightside where the sun was shining bright; and I reached 
out and brought the sunlight to me. A great circle of blindingly bright light 
stabbed down from above, surrounding me with warm, healthy daylight. 

The jungle hated it. Even as I screwed up my eyes against the 
unaccustomed glare, the night-dwelling plants shrivelled and shrank back 
from the daylight, shrinking in upon themselves. Flower petals darkened 
and fell away, tree trunks blistered, and branches hauled themselves back 
out of the scorching light. Leaves curled up, lianas retreated back into the 
shadows, and some of the trees actually groaned under the impact of the 
daylight. 

“Listen up!” I said loudly. “I don’t have time for this shit. I am going to 
Griffin Hall, and if anything at all gets in my way, I will make it a bright 
summer’s day here for weeks on end!” 

I was bluffing, but the jungle didn’t know that. I strode purposefully 
forward, the circle of light moving with me, and all the plants in my way 
shrank back to give me plenty of room. I ran through the jungle, pushing 
the pace as much as I dared. Melissa was back in the Hall and in deadly 
danger, and probably the rest of the family, too. Time was running out for 
all the Griffins. The Devil would be here soon to claim his due, and then 
there’d be Hell to pay. 


I finally lurched out of the jungle, exhausted and wringing with sweat, 
shaking in every limb and fighting for breath. I’m built for stamina, not 
speed. The daylight snapped off the moment I left the jungle and stepped 
into the courtyard, as though healthy natural light was not permitted in this 
place. I leaned against the open metal gates while I got my breath back and 
checked out the situation. I actually felt better without the light. 
Maintaining it for so long really had taken it out of me. I wiped the sweat 
from my face with my coat-sleeve and looked around me. 

The first thing I noticed was that there weren’t any cars parked in the 
courtyard. All the guests had been sent home. Lights were burning in every 
window of Griffin Hall, but there was something...wrong about those 
lights. They were too bright, too fierce, and unnaturally piercing. And the 
whole place was deathly silent. Looking at Griffin Hall now felt like 
looking into an open grave. I took one final deep breath, to steady me, and 
headed straight for the front door. Nothing and no-one appeared to stop me. 


When I got to the door, it was locked. And when the Hall’s defences 
blocked Sister Josephine, they also kept out her Hand of Glory. 

I shook the handle hard, just in case, but the door was very big and very 
heavy, and it hardly moved in its frame. I didn’t even bother trying my 
shoulder against it. I checked the lock; it was large and blocky and very 
solid-looking. I knew a few unofficial ways to open stubborn locks but 
nothing that would get past the Hall’s powerful defences. I suddenly 
remembered the golden key Paul had pressed on me as he was dying. He 
must have known it would come to this. I fished the key out of my coat- 
pocket and tried it in the door lock, but it didn’t fit. Not even close. I put the 
key away again and scowled at the closed door. I hadn’t come this far, got 
this close, to be stopped by a simple locked door. So when in doubt, think 
laterally. 

I ran quickly through a mental list of what I had on me, searching for 
anything useful, then smiled suddenly and took out the aboriginal pointing 
bone. I stabbed the bone at the door, saying all the right Words, and the 
heavy wood of the door heaved and buckled as though trying to flinch away 
from the awful thing that was killing it. The wood cracked and blackened, 
rotting and decaying in moments, and great holes opened up in the spongy 
dead matter. I put the bone away and thrust both hands into the sagging 
holes, tearing at them until I finally had a gap big enough to force my way 
through. 

I strode forward, expecting to be confronted by an army of heavily 
armed guards and even some shocked servants, but the great echoing lobby 
was empty. Deserted. And still the Hall was eerily silent, with not a sound 
or sign of life anywhere. I couldn’t allow myself to believe I’d arrived too 
late. There was still time. I could feel it. I raised my gift to find where the 
Griffin family was, and once again Something from outside forced my inner 
eye shut with brutal strength. I cried out from the horrid pain that filled my 
head. I staggered back and forth, forcing down the pain through sheer force 
of will. The effort left me panting and shaken. It felt like a bomb had just 
exploded inside my head. 

And it seemed to me that not all that far away, I could hear Something 
laughing, taunting me. 

I stood up straight, pulling the last of my strength around me like 
armour. I didn’t need my gift. I knew where the Griffin family was, where 
they had to be. In the one place forbidden to everyone but the Griffin 


himself—the old cellar underneath the Hall. I moved quickly through the 
ground floor, looking for a way down. And I discovered what had happened 
to all the guards and servants. They were dead, every one of them, 
mutilated and murdered like the nuns in the chapel. Torn apart, gutted, 
dismembered, and disfigured. But at least these bodies still had their heads. 
Every face was stretched and distorted with the agony and horror of their 
final moments. I would have liked to stop and close all the staring eyes, but 
there wasn’t time. 

Because the bodies had been laid out in a single line...carefully arranged 
to lead me on, to the door that led down to the cellar. Servants in their old- 
fashioned uniforms, guards in their body armour; they’d all died just as 
easily and as horribly. Blood pooled everywhere, most of it still sticky to 
the touch, and long, crimson streaks trailed across the walls in arterial 
spatter. The air was thick with the stench of it, and when I breathed through 
my mouth I could still taste the copper. I finally reached the end of the line 
and stood before the door that had helpfully been left just a little ajar, 
inviting me to go on down to the cellar...I knew what was waiting for me 
down there, eager to show me what he’d done with the Griffin family, and 
Melissa. 

I pushed the door all the way open with one hand. A long line of stone 
steps fell away into the earth, the way brightly lit with paper lanterns. And 
sitting slumped against the bare stone wall on every other step was a dead 
servant or guard, carefully propped up to stare down the steps with dead 
eyes. I prodded the nearest one with a cautious finger. The dead body 
rocked slightly but showed no signs of rising to attack me. I started down 
the steps, sticking carefully to the middle, and as I passed by the dead men, 
now and again one would slowly lift his head and look at me and whisper 
secrets in a lost, faraway voice. 

“The fires burn so hot here. Even the birds burn here.” 

“Something’s holding my hand and it won‘ let go.” 

“They drink our tears like wine.” 

“We dont like being dead. It’s not what they told us it would be like. You 
wont like it either.” 

I did my best not to listen to them. Hell’s business is despair, and it 
always lies. Except when the truth can hurt you more. 


I finally came to the bottom of the steps. It took a long time. I had no idea 
how far down I’d come, but I had to be deep under the Hall by now, maybe 
right at the heart of the hill upon which Griffin Hall sat. (They say he raised 
up the hill and the Hall in a single night...) The door to the cellar was a 
perfectly ordinary-looking door, again standing slightly ajar, inviting me in. 
I kicked it open and strode into the stone chamber beyond as though I had 
an army at my back. And sure enough, there they all were—the Griffin 
family. Jeremiah and Mariah, William and Gloria, Eleanor and Marcel, all 
of them crucified, nailed to the cold stone walls. Blood still dripped from 
the cruel wounds at their pierced wrists and ankles. They looked at me 
silently, with wide, pleading eyes, afraid to say anything. Melissa Griffin sat 
alone in the middle of the stone floor, inside a pentacle whose lines had 
been laid out in her family’s blood. She was still wearing the tattered 
remains of her black-and-white novice’s habit, though the wimple had been 
torn away. Someone had beaten the crap out of her, probably just because 
they could. Blood had dried on her bruised and swollen face, but there was 
still a calm, stubborn grace in her eyes when she looked at me. 

I nodded and smiled reassuringly, as much for me as for her. My first 
thought was how much she looked like Paul as Polly, but there was an inner 
light and peace in Melissa that Paul had never found. I walked carefully 
forward and knelt before Melissa, careful not to touch any of the lines of the 
pentacle. 

“Hello, Melissa. I’m John Taylor. I’ve been looking for you. It’s good to 
meet you at last. Don’t worry. I’ll get you out of here.” 

“And my family?” said Melissa. 

“T’Il do what I can,” I said. “It might be too late for some of them, but I 
specialise in lost causes.” 

“Of course you do, Mr. Taylor,” said a calm, hateful, familiar voice. 
“After all, you’re the greatest lost cause of all.” 

I looked around and there he was, leaning against the far wall with his 
arms casually folded across his chest, smiling like he had all the answers 
and several aces tucked up his sleeve. The man behind it all, right from the 
beginning. The man I’d Seen slaughter all those nuns in the chapel. 

The butler, Hobbes. 

I rose slowly to my feet and turned to look at him. “I knew there was 
something wrong about you from the start, but I just couldn’t bring myself 
to believe the butler did it.” 


“Welcome to the real heart and soul of Griffin Hall, Mr. Taylor. So glad 
you could attend. The floor show will begin soon.” 

“The devil you say.” I started towards him, but stopped as he pushed 
himself away from the wall. Without actually doing anything, he was 
suddenly very dangerous and not at all human. I adopted a casual stance 
and gave him my best sneer. “I should have known it was you the moment I 
heard your name. Hob is an old name for the Devil. Your name isn’t 
Hobbes, it’s Hob’s—belonging to the Devil.” 

“Exactly,” said Hobbes. “It’s amazing how many people miss the most 
obvious things even when you thrust them right under their stupid mortal 
noses.” 

“Enough,” I said. “We’re well past the time for civilised conversation. 
Show me your real face. Show me what you really are.” 

He laughed at me. “Your limited human mind couldn’t cope with all the 
awful things I am. Just one glimpse of my true nature would blow your little 
mind apart. But there is a shape I like to use, when I am summoned to this 
dreary mortal plane...” 

He stretched and twisted in a way that had nothing to do with the 
geometries of the material world, and in a moment Hobbes was gone and 
something else was standing in his place. Something that had never been, 
never could be, merely human. It was huge, almost twelve feet tall, bent 
over to fit into the stone-walled cellar, its horned head scraping against the 
ceiling. It had blood-red skin covered in seeping plague sores and great 
membranous batwings that stretched around it like a ribbed crimson cloak. 
It had cloven hoofs and clawed hands. It was hermaphrodite, with grossly 
swollen male and female parts. It stank of sulphur and suffering. And its 
face...I had to look away for a moment. Its face was full of all the evil and 
pain and horror in the world. 

The Griffin family all cried out at the first sight of the demon in its true 
form, and I think I did, too. 

“A bit medieval, I know,” said Hobbes, in a soft, purring voice like 
spoiled meat and babies crying and the growl of a hungry wolf. “But I 
always was a traditionalist. If a thing works, stick with it, that’s what I say.” 

“Fight him, Taylor!” said Jeremiah Griffin. And even crucified to a wall 
in his own cellar, some of the Griffin’s strength and arrogance still came 
through. “Stop him before he destroys us all!” 


Hobbes looked at me interestedly, a long red hairless tail slithering 
round its hoofs. I stood very still. I was thinking hard. I didn’t dare rush into 
anything. In this place we were all in danger, not just of our lives, but of our 
souls as well. This wasn’t one of the minor demons, like those I’d bluffed 
successfully in the past—this was the real deal. A Duke of Hell, and Hell 
was very near now, getting closer by the moment. I had to find a way out of 
this mess and be long gone before the Devil arrived to claim what was 
owed him. Hobbes said it was a traditional sort, so...1 pulled a silver 
crucifix out of my coat-pocket, pre-blessed with holy water, and thrust it at 
Hobbes. The crucifix exploded in my hand, and I cried out in agony as 
silver fragments were thrust deep into my palm and inner fingers. Hobbes 
laughed, and the sound of it made me shudder. 

“This is Hell’s territory,” it said calmly. “A shape is only a shape unless 
you have the faith to back it up. Have you ever had faith in anything, Mr. 
Taylor?” 

Don’t try and argue with it. They always lie. Except when the truth can 
hurt you more... 

“How long?” I said, cradling my injured hand against my chest. “How 
long have you been masquerading as the Griffin’s butler?” 

“T’ve always been the Griffin’s butler,” said Hobbes. “Right from the 
very beginning. But I changed my face and form down the centuries, 
disappearing as one man and reappearing as another, and no-one ever 
noticed, least of all the Griffin. No-one notices servants. I stayed very close 
to him as he built his precious empire on the blood and suffering and wasted 
lives of others, dropping the odd word of advice here, a suggestion there, to 
see my master’s work done. My true master...For I was always my master’s 
servant, and never Jeremiah’s...” 

“How did you get into the Nightside?” I said. “This place was designed 
to be free from the direct interventions of Heaven or Hell.” 

“T was invited,” said Hobbes. “And Above and Below have always had 
their agents in the Nightside. You know that better than most. I’m so glad 
you found your way here, John. It wouldn’t be the same without you here, 
watching helplessly as I win at last.” 

“You can save that crap,” I said. “I’m here because you couldn’t keep 
me out, despite all your efforts. You were the one who kept interfering with 
my gift. I should have spotted it only ever happened when you were around. 
And now you’re scared shitless I’1l find some way to stop you, after all your 


hard work, and cheat the Devil of his prize. Your master can be very hard 
on those who fail him...” 

“T led you here,” said Hobbes. “I laid out the dead, to bring you 
down...” 

“You put them there to frighten me off,” I said. “But I don’t frighten that 
easy.” 

“Even you can’t break a compact willingly entered into with Hell!” 

I had to smile. “I’ve been breaking the rules all my life.” 

“My master will be here very soon,” said Hobbes. “And if you are here 
when he rises through that pentacle to claim his own, he will drag you down 
into Hell along with the others.” 

“Answer me this,” I said. I was playing for time, and Hobbes had to 
know it, but its kind love to boast. “Why should the Devil grant a man such 
a long life if not actual immortality>” 

“Because it corrupts,” Hobbes said easily. “Knowing that you can get 
away with anything. Jeremiah has done such terrible things, in his many 
years, and never once been punished for any of it. He made himself rich and 
powerful in awful ways, and so, through example, led many others into 
temptation and corruption. This one man has brought about the downfall of 
thousands, even hundreds of thousands, directly and indirectly. Spreading 
evil down the centuries as his business grew and spread. Based on evil, 
infecting others with its evil. We’re all very pleased with what Jeremiah has 
achieved, doing Hell’s work for so long... You won’t believe the welcome 
we’ve got planned for him and his family, in the very hottest flames of the 
Inferno.” 

“Not Melissa,” I said. 

Hobbes snorted loudly. “Who could have foreseen that such a man, 
steeped in centuries of evil, would go soft over a pretty face? But as time 
runs out, the damned often search for a way to wriggle out of the deal they 
made, to undo the evil they’ve done. All they really have to do is repent, 
honestly and truly, and Hell couldn’t touch them. But of course, if they were 
the kind who could repent, they wouldn’t make a deal with the Devil in the 
first place. Jeremiah, at least, was less hypocritical than most. He thought 
by leaving his empire to a pure soul, she could at least redeem his legacy. 
But that couldn’t be allowed. I’ve put too much work into ensuring that 
Jeremiah’s evil will live on after him, corrupting others for years to come, 
because only a business can be truly immortal.” 


“Look, I shouldn’t even be here,” Gloria said frantically. “I never made 
any deal! I’m not even really a Griffin! I just married into the family!” 

“Right!” said Marcel. “None of this is any of my business! Please, let 
me go. I won’t say anything...” 

“You became immortal because of the deal Jeremiah made,” said 
Hobbes. “You profited from it, that makes you culpable. Now stop whining, 
both of you, or I’ll rip your tongues out. Soon enough it will be time for all 
Griffins to go down...All the way down...” 

I still hadn’t thought of anything, and I was getting desperate. “Tell me 
about Melissa,” I said. “Why are you keeping her separate? Isn’t she 
damned, too, as a Griffin?” 

“She has sworn her soul to Heaven,” said Hobbes. “And so has put it 
beyond Hell’s reach. So I’ll simply kill her, slowly and horribly, in the time 
remaining. And see if perhaps agony and horror and despair will lead her to 
renounce her faith. And then she will be Hell’s property again and join her 
family, forever. Oh little Sister, meek and mild, hope you’re feeling strong, 
my child.” 

“Don’t you dare touch her!” yelled Jeremiah, straining against the iron 
nails that pinned him to the wall. “Taylor, do something! I don’t matter, but 
my family can still be saved! Do whatever you have to, but save my 
children and Melissa!” 

“You bastard!” screeched Mariah. “All our years together, and you don’t 
even think of me?” 

Jeremiah turned his head painfully to look at her. “I would save you if I 
could, my love, but after all the things we’ve done...Do you really think 
Heaven would take us now? We gloried in our crimes and our sins, and now 
we have to pay the price. Show some backbone, woman.” He looked at me 
again. “Save them, Taylor. Nothing else matters.” 

“Who cares about the bloody children?” wailed Mariah. “I never wanted 
them! I don’t want to die! You promised me we would live forever and 
never have to die!” 

Jeremiah smiled. “What man doesn’t lie to a woman to get what he 
wants?” 

I looked at Melissa, crouched, shocked, and hurt but somehow still 
unbowed in the middle of the bloody pentacle. It was still hard for me to 
look at her and not think of Polly...Which made me think again of the 
golden key Paul had pressed on me so desperately as he was dying. It had to 


open something important, but what? A small golden key...like the one 
Jeremiah used to open a hidden door in the ballroom. Could there be 
another hidden space, down here in the cellar? And if so, what could it 
hold? And then I remembered Jeremiah telling me that the original 
document of his compact with the Devil was kept down here in the cellar, 
under lock and key, because although the document couldn’t be destroyed, 
the terms could still be rewritten...by someone with the right connections to 
Heaven or Hell... 

I fired up my gift, my inner eye started to open, and then it slammed 
shut again as Hobbes closed it down. I fought the demon, using all my 
strength, but it was a demon and I was only mortal...I looked desperately at 
Melissa. 

“Help me, Melissa! I can help you and your family, but you have to help 
me! That pentacle can’t hold you, a Bride of Christ! It is a thing of Hell, and 
you are sworn to Heaven! Fight it!” 

As exhausted and battered and beaten down as she was, Melissa nodded 
and threw herself against the invisible wall of the pentacle. In her own very 
different way, Melissa could be as strong and determined as her grandfather. 
She slammed against the invisible wall again and again, even though it hurt 
her, chanting prayers aloud, while her grandfather laughed and cheered her 
on. Mariah was crying hysterically, William and Eleanor encouraged 
Melissa as best they could, and Gloria and Marcel watched silently, not 
quite daring to hope...And while the demon Hobbes looked this way and 
that, thrown for the moment by this sudden rebellion from those it had 
thought cowed and broken, I concentrated on my gift...and forced my inner 
eye open in spite of him. 

My Sight showed me a secret space behind the wall to my left, and a 
concealed lock hidden in the stonework. I lurched over to it, jammed the 
golden key into the lock, and opened it. A section of the wall slid back, 
revealing an old roll of parchment tucked into a crevice in the stone. I 
pulled the parchment out and unrolled it. I know a little Latin, just enough 
to recognise the real thing when I saw it. A contract with Hell, signed by 
Jeremiah Griffin in his own blood. 

I took out a biro and quickly crossed out the clauses applying to 
Jeremiah’s descendants. And prayed that the remains of the blessed crucifix 
still embedded in my writing hand would add enough sanctity to make the 
change binding. 


The demon Hobbes gave up concentrating on keeping Melissa inside her 
pentacle and turned on me, howling with rage. Fire blazed at me from an 
outstretched hand, but I held the parchment up before me, the contract that 
could not be destroyed by anything...and the fire couldn’t reach me. And 
then the nails holding William and Eleanor and Gloria and Marcel to the 
wall jerked out of their pierced flesh and disappeared, and the four of them 
fell helplessly onto the cold stone floor. They struggled to get up onto their 
feet, while Hobbes stood frozen in shock and surprise. 

“Get me down!” shrieked Mariah. “You can’t leave me here!” 

“Of course they can,” said Jeremiah. “We are where we belong, darling. 
Taylor, get my family out of here!” 

Melissa burst through the barrier of the pentacle and fell sprawling at my 
feet. I hauled her up. 

“No!” roared Hobbes, in a voice too loud and too awful to be borne. “T’ll 
see you all dead before I let you go!” 

And I used my gift to find the sunlight again, and bring it to me, right 
there in the cellar deep under Griffin Hall. Brilliant sunshine smashed down 
on Hobbes, holding it in a bright circle like a bug transfixed on a pin. 
Hobbes screamed, and Jeremiah laughed. Melissa grabbed my arm. 

“Please, can’t you help him...?” 

“No,” I said. “He sealed his fate long ago. He is where he’s supposed to 
be. But you’re not, and neither are the others. There’s still hope for them. 
Help me get them out of here.” 

“Hurry!” howled Jeremiah, fighting to be heard over Hobbes’s screams. 
“He’s coming!” 

I could feel it. Something huge and unspeakable was rising inexorably 
from the place beneath all places, come to claim what was his. We had to 
get out while we still could. Between us, Melissa and I got the others 
moving. The stone floor was rocking and breaking apart under our feet. A 
terrible presence was beating on the air, and none of us dared look back. 
Jeremiah was still laughing, and Mariah was screaming in horror. I pushed 
the Griffin family through the cellar door. And suddenly we were standing 
in the courtyard, outside the front door of Griffin Hall, and there was Sister 
Josephine with the Hand of Glory held out before her. 

“T told you they couldn’t keep me out!” she said, and hurried forward to 
help with the walking wounded. We made our way as quickly as we could 
across the empty courtyard, then we stopped and looked back as all the 


lights in the Hall suddenly went out. With a long, loud groan like a dying 
beast, the great building slowly collapsed in on itself, crumbling and 
decaying, and finally disappeared into a huge sucking pit at the top of the 
hill. 

We all stood together, thinking our own thoughts and holding each other 
up, and watched the fall of the house of Griffin. 


EPILOGUE 


don’t do funerals. I don’t like the settings or the services, and I know far 

too much about Heaven and Hell to take much comfort from the rituals. I 
don’t visit people’s graves to say good-bye, because I know they’re not 
there. We only bury what gets left behind. And besides, most of the time 
I’m glad the people concerned are dead and not bothering me anymore. 

The only ghosts that haunt me are memories. 

So I didn’t go to Paul Griffin’s funeral. But I did go to visit his grave a 
few weeks later. Just to pay my respects. Suzie Shooter came along, to keep 
me company. Paul was buried in the Necropolis graveyard, in its own very 
private and separate dimension. It was cold and dark and silent, with a low 
ground mist curling slowly around the endless rows of headstones, statues, 
and mausoleums. I stood before Paul’s grave, and Suzie slipped her arm 
lightly through mine. 

“Do you still feel guilty about his death?” she said after a while. 

“T always feel guilty about the ones I can’t save,” I said. 

The simple marble headstone said PAUL AND POLLY GRIFFIN; BELOVED SON 
AND DAUGHTER. I was pretty sure I detected Eleanor’s way with words there. 
Paul would have smiled. The mound of earth hadn’t settled yet. The large 
wreath from all the girls at Divas! was made up entirely of plastic flowers, 
bright and colourful and artificial. Just like Polly. 

Not that far away stood a huge stone mausoleum, in the old Victorian 
style, with exaggerated pillars and cornices and altogether too many carved 
stone cherubs. The oversized brass plaque on the front door proudly 
declared to one and all that the mausoleum was the last resting place of 
Jeremiah and Mariah Griffin. Only the names; no dates and no words. 
Jeremiah paid for the ugly thing ages ago, not because he thought he’d ever 
need it, but because such things were the fashion, and Mariah had to have 
everything that was in fashion. And of course her mausoleum had to be 


bigger and more ornate than everyone else’s. I was surprised she hadn’t had 
the stone cherubs carved thumbing their turned-up noses at everyone else. 

Of course, Jeremiah and Mariah weren’t in there. Their bodies were 
never recovered. 

“T hear Melissa joined a convent after all,” Suzie said finally. 

“Yeah, a contemplative order, tucked away from the world, like she 
wanted. Attached to, though not really a part of, the Salvation Army 
Sisterhood. So she should be safe enough.” 

“She’s the richest nun in the Nightside.” 

“Actually, no. She did inherit everything, according to the terms of the 
final will, but she gave most of it away. William and Eleanor were 
guaranteed very generous lifetime stipends, via a trust, in return for not 
contesting the will, and everything else went to the Sisterhood. Who are 
currently rebuilding their church and fast becoming one of the main movers 
and shakers on the Street of the Gods. Evil-doers beware. God alone knows 
what kind of armaments the SAS could buy with an unlimited budget...” 

“And William and Eleanor?” 

“Both getting used to being only mortal, now that Jeremiah is gone. 
Since they’re not immortal or inheritors anymore, Society and business and 
politics have pretty much turned their backs on the pair of them, which is 
probably a good thing. Give them a chance to make their own lives, at last. 
William’s off visiting Shadows Fall, with Bruin Bear and the Sea Goat. 
They’re the only real friends he ever had. Eleanor’s gone into seclusion, 
still mourning her child. But she’ll be back. She’s tougher than anyone 
thinks. Even her.” 

“You think their spouses will stick around?” 

“Probably not,” I said. “But you never know. People can surprise you.” 

Suzie snorted loudly. “Not if you keep your guard up and a shell in the 
chamber.” She looked around her. “Depressing bloody place, this. All the 
ambience of an armpit. Promise me you’|] never let me end up here, John.” 

I smiled and hugged her arm briefly against my side. “I do know of a 
place, called Arcadia. Where it’s calm and peaceful and the sun always 
shine, and only good things happen. We could lie side by side on a grassy 
bank, beside a flowing river...” 

Suzie laughed raucously, shaking her head. “You soppy sentimental old 
thing. I was thinking more along the lines of being buried under a bar, so 


there’d always be music and laughter, and people could pour their drinks on 
the floor as a libation to us.” 

“That does sound more like you,” I admitted. “But the kind of bars we 
frequent, someone would be bound to dig us up for a laugh.” 

“Anyone disturbs my rest, I’ll disturb them right back,” Suzie said 
firmly. “It’s in my will that I’m to be buried with my shotgun and a good 
supply of ammunition.” 

I nodded solemnly. “I thought I’d have my coffin booby-trapped. Just in 
case. Maybe something nuclear.” 

Suddenly Suzie pulled away from me and drew her shotgun from its rear 
holster in one smooth movement. I followed her gaze, and there was 
Walker, standing calmly at the other end of Paul’s grave. I hadn’t heard him 
approach, but then I never did. He smiled easily at Suzie and me. 

“Such a dramatic reaction,” he murmured. “Anyone would think I 
wasn’t welcome.” 

“Anyone would be right,” I said. “How did you know we’d be here?” 

“T know everything,” said Walker. “That’s my job.” 

“Come to check that the Griffins are really dead?” said Suzie, not 
lowering her shotgun. 

“Simply paying my respects,” said Walker. “One must observe the 
proprieties.” 

“Anyone interesting turn up at the funerals?” I said. 

“Oh, only the usual suspects. Friends and enemies, and rather a lot of 
interested observers. Nothing like a dead celebrity to bring out the crowds 
and the paparazzi. It was quite a social gathering. Mariah will be furious she 
missed it.” 

Suzie snorted loudly. “Half of them probably turned up to dance before 
the Griffin’s mausoleum, or piss on it.” 

“There was quite a queue,” Walker admitted. “Some people waited for 
hours. And yet, a lot of the people who matter aren’t convinced the Griffin 
is really dead. They think that this is another of his intricate and 
underhanded schemes, and he’s still out there somewhere, plotting...” 

“No,” I said. “He’s gone.” 

Walker shrugged. “Even being dead doesn’t necessarily mean departed. 
Not in the Nightside. So everyone’s being very cautious.” 

“What did you think of him?” I said, honestly curious. “The Griffin?” 


“A man whose reach exceeded his grasp,” said Walker. “A lesson there 
for all of us, perhaps.” 

“Why are you here, Walker?” said Suzie. Her shotgun was still trained 
on his face, but he didn’t even look at it. 

“T’m here for you, John,” said Walker. “Suzie already works for me as 
one of my field operatives.” 

“Only when I feel like it,” Suzie growled. Walker ignored her, his calm 
gaze fixed on me. 

“T want you to work for me, John, full-time. Help me keep the peace in 
this ungodly cesspit, and ease the transition of power that will inevitably 
follow the Griffin’s death.” 

“No,” I said. 

“Well, thank you for thinking about it,” said Walker. 

“T don’t have to think about it.” I met his gaze steadily and did 
everything I could to make my voice as cold as the cemetery we were 
standing in. “You’re a political animal, Walker, always have been. You will 
do whatever you feel is necessary, or expedient, to maintain order and the 
status quo. And to hell with whoever might get hurt or killed in the 
process.” 

Walker smiled. “How well you know me, John. And that’s why I want 
you. Because like me, you’ ll do whatever it takes to get the job done.” 

“I’m nothing like you, Walker.” 

“Well, if you ever change your mind, you know where to find me.” He 
started to turn away, then looked back at me. “Change is coming, John. 
Choose a side. While you still can.” 

He tipped his bowler hat to us and walked away, disappearing into the 
mists and the shadows. Suzie finally lowered her shotgun and put it away. 

“That man is such a drama queen...” 

“That man worries me,” I said. “He’s still running things in the 
Nightside, inasmuch as anyone does, or can, even though the Authorities 
are all dead and gone. So who’s backing him now? Where is he getting his 
power from? What kind of deal did he make to stay in charge?” 

“There are lots of other people who’d like to run things,” Suzie said 
carelessly. “He won’t have it all his own way.” 

“When the lions die, the jackals gather to feast,” I said. 

“T guess we’re in for some interesting times in the Nightside.” 

“Best kind,” said Suzie. 


We laughed, and arm in arm we walked out of the cemetery. 

“Not the most successful case I ever worked on,” I said. 

“You found the missing girl. That’s all that matters. Hey, you never did 
tell me how much the Griffin paid you?” 

I smiled. 


